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ABSTRACT 
Demystifying the story of food – from seed to store to stomach and how that cycle perpetuates – 
is a core tenet of food literacy and the central aim of this project. While exposure to 
environmental issues is critical to developing awareness, young learners are often burdened with 
crisis-laden facts about the state of our world and our food systems. Approaching difficult 
subjects using a narrative approach is one way to mitigate this burden. In this project, children’s 
literature that centres on farms and food production/food gathering in settler and Indigenous 
contexts is used as a launching pad for discussions about food security. Food is an enduring 
theme in children’s and young adult literature, and is particularly prevalent in narratives from the 
past, where food gathering and production are often rooted in their environmental contexts. 
These food narratives provide a pathway for young readers to critically investigate contemporary 
environmental concerns from a safe space. This project investigates how children’s literature can 
be used as part of a critical food pedagogy to enhance the food literacy of young learners and 
encourage them to find common ground between the physical world and the worlds they read. In 
locating, analyzing, and experiencing food environments in literature via an affective, indirect 
approach, food literacy - which is foundational to the development of environmentally 
responsible behaviour – is enhanced.  
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GLOSSARY 
Big Organic: food grown to organic standards at an industrial scale 
Deep Learning: a pedagogical approach that fosters critical analysis skills and independent  
thinking in order to locate underlying meaning in a text or topic 
Eco-nostalgia: a type of critical nostalgia that centres on ecology and is grounded in rural details  
from the past that have real environmental context 
Eco-text: fiction and nonfiction that focuses on the environment from an issues perspective and  
speaks to contemporary concerns about our relationship with, and our place within, the  
natural world. Also called eco-literature 
Ecocriticism: a theoretical approach that allows for literary and cultural engagement with  
ecological issues at the junction of literature, culture, and the environment 
Ecoliteracy (ecological literacy): an understanding of the interrelatedness of social, cultural, and  
environmental systems 
Environmentally responsible behaviour: a range of behaviours and actions that include ethical  
consumer purchasing, resource conservation, supporting environmental regulations,  
encouraging environmentally sound practices, and supporting environmentally sound  
policies and legislative initiatives 
Environmentally responsive behaviour: demonstrating sensitivity and emotional  
responsiveness toward physical environments and their inhabitants  
Food literacy: an understanding of the interdependencies between food production practices and  
environmental and human health, as well as comprehension of the cycles of food  
systems, which include production, distribution, consumption, and waste 
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Food security: physical and economic access to a reliable, safe, and nutritional food source.  
Food security supports the right to food, and assured freedom from want of food, and  
centres on economic and environmental sustainability 
Food sovereignty: the right of peoples to healthy and culturally appropriate food produced  
using ecologically sound and sustainable methods, and their right to define their own  
food and agriculture systems. (Definition borrowed from La Via Campesina, the  
founding food sovereignty organization) 
Generational amnesia: a phenomenon that occurs when younger generations fail to notice  
environmental declines because their references points for ‘normal’ are relative to the era  
in which they are born 
Geographic literacy: the ability to read maps in order to locate places and recognize features of  
the landscape in real-world contexts. In broader terms, geographic literacy is an  
understanding of physical places and how people recognize their relation to them,  
particularly in terms of the places where food is grown 
Historical literacy: an understanding of how processes of the past connect to the current  
problems we face 
Industrial food system: the dominant contemporary food production system in North America,  
which is designed for scale and efficiency (i.e. producing large quantities of affordable  
food) and which relies on mechanization and fossil fuels to achieve this end 
Postnatural: refers to the increasingly distanced relationship humans have created with the 
 natural world, which we have altered with our behaviours and technologies, rendering it  
nearly irrelevant 
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Regenerative agriculture: a form of sustainable agriculture that incorporates technology and  
traditional methods in building up soil, fostering plant diversity, and integrating livestock  
on the land to produce nourishing and profitable farm products 
Regenerative reading: a form of critical reading that regards the setting of the story as more  
than backdrop, develops environmentally responsible and responsive behaviour, breaks  
down the dualism of past/present, fosters intercultural understanding, and remedies  
generational amnesia by establishing more fully comprehended environmental references  
in the minds of readers 
Shifting baseline syndrome: another name for generational amnesia, applied largely in science  
disciplines 
Slow food: food grown using traditional methods that connect the quality of food to the health  
of farmers, economies and environments 
Slow pedagogy/scholarship/schooling: pathways to learning that work to counter the progress  
drive of capitalist systems and to embrace a more long-term approach to the acquisition  
of knowledge 
Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK): an integrated understanding of the natural world  
that is based upon experiences and observations that have been accumulated by  
Indigenous Peoples over thousands of years and that are handed down through cultural  
transmission 
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INTRODUCTION 
Food is one of the most fundamental aspects of our survival, and one of the most fraught.  
My grandmother lived on a farm during the Great Depression, and when I asked her how her 
family fared during those economic hard times, she replied that nothing changed much for them.  
They’d always been poor, but they knew how to make ends meet. Because they were subsistence 
farmers, they continued to have food.  It was simple food – mostly eggs and potatoes and 
preserved vegetables – but as farmers, they were food secure. They owned a modest amount of 
arable land and had the skills to work it, unlike their urban counterparts who purchased food 
from grocers.   
In the decades since, the disconnect between people and food has grown, exacerbated by 
World Wars (and pandemics), shifting land-use patterns, and, in North America, a cultural 
preference for paying others to do agricultural work.  Urban centres have become the common 
living environment for most people, and the skills and knowledge needed to work the land and 
produce food have become increasingly scarce.  This disconnect has resulted in a crisis of human 
and environmental health. Our current industrial agricultural practices are directly affecting 
water, air, and soil health, which in turn, directly and adversely affect human health. 
Intersections between health problems such as childhood obesity, cancer, and endocrine 
disruption, and the effects of industrial monoculture farming on the environment, are only 
beginning to be considered and investigated.   
Though the globalized industrial food system is frequently positioned as problematic, 
much of our contemporary food culture is built around it, effectively normalizing many of its 
environmentally suspect processes. This normalization contributes to generational amnesia 
(Kahn, 2002), also known as shifting baseline syndrome (Pauly, 1995), terms that name the 
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phenomenon of each generation accepting their current (and often degraded) environmental 
references as a start point for evaluation. In my project, I propose that these shifting 
environmental referents can be mitigated via environmental literature – specifically, by including 
narratives from the past that demonstrate different ecological realities into curricula for 
elementary-level learners. The purpose of this inclusion is to enhance food literacy, defined here 
as an understanding of the interdependencies between food production practices and both 
environmental and human health. Jennifer Sumner states that “eating is a pedagogical act” 
(2008). Eating is also an historical act. In The Way We Eat Now, Bee Wilson (2019) organizes 
human food history into a series of stages based on diet transitions “driven by changes in the 
economy and society, as well as shifts in technology, climate, and population” (p. 43).  The first 
three stages chart the movement from Paleolithic hunter-gatherer food cultures through the 
various developments of agriculture. She locates the fourth stage in the industrialization of food 
that occurred after WWII, a period that saw more people gain access to more food, but a decline 
in food quality and physical movement.  She frames Stage Four as “a radical break with the past 
that represents the reinvention of food and what it means for human life” (p. 45). Globalization is 
a defining feature of this stage, and it marks the loss of traditional, regional food culture: “when 
food becomes a common language across the planet, it stops being food at all, as our ancestors 
would have understood it” (p. 47).  The creation of a single modern diet that allows people in 
different countries to consume the same commoditized products has led to a range of interrelated 
crises, human and environmental.  To remedy these crises, Wilson posits a fifth stage, in which, 
“[w]ith the right food policies –which would include a combination of different farming policies, 
better food education, and tighter regulation of unhealthy foods and drinks” – a more balanced 
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and equitable food system that combines technological advances with traditional food practices 
would model the desired paradigm (p. 47).   
Such a shift requires behavioural change, which is the purview of education. In this 
project, I explore questions such as,  
How are food systems/cultures represented and taught?   
In terms of pedagogical potential, what can narratives offer?  
How can using food narratives in environmental curricula be optimized?   
Drawing from both the humanities and the sciences to explore these questions aligns with 
ecological modes of pedagogy. Food studies curricula are often compartmentalized, and the 
result is a fragmented and partial knowledgebase, one that has led us to forget “that food is a 
process, a web of relationships, not an individual ingredient or commodity” (Barber, 2014, 
p.175). Ecocritic Cheryll Glotfelty (1996) believes that “the environmental crisis has been 
exacerbated by our fragmented, compartmentalized, and overly specialized way of knowing the 
world” (p. xxii). As the contemporary industrial food system is emblematic of this 
compartmentalization, driven by economic interests that are separated from their ecological 
contexts, it is vital that children not only understand where food comes from and how food is 
grown, but that they also learn to comprehend the process in its entirety, all of which are critical 
markers of food literacy. To begin remedying this fragmentation, an interdisciplinary approach to 
environmental education, one that incorporates a whole curriculum (Chen, 1997), is the 
ecological model needed for contemporary learning programs.  
Science-based knowledge of agricultural systems is invaluable to environmental 
education programs, but how humans respond to, effect, and perceive these systems is also an 
integral component of achieving food literacy. Many environmental education programs for 
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elementary students include food studies in their curricula, with a focus on agricultural science 
and production (Mayer-Smith et al., 2007; Ratcliffe, 2007).  My investigation of existing 
research on current environmental education models reveals either an imbalanced representation 
or an exclusion of the humanities from these programs, and in pointing to this gap, my research 
attempts to illuminate the role that narrative forms can play in these largely science-based 
programs. The impact potential of information depends on “the medium through which the 
information is channelled” (Sibbel, 2009). Currently, the literature components of food security 
curricula in environmental education in most developed countries centre on non-fiction and are 
often framed in terms of catastrophe (Ratcliffe, 2007). The “language of crisis” (Maslin, 1992) 
that permeates much of the overtly environmental literature for children threatens to encumber 
young readers. In this project, I seek to provide an introduction to issues of food literacy that is 
honest and factual, but not rooted in fear or guilt. As Stephen Kaplan (2000) notes, fostering 
positive behavioural change requires a reduction in the “corrosive sense of helplessness” that 
tends to pervade much contemporary environmental dialogue (p. 491). Narratives provide ways 
to internalize and form connections, to rehearse complex social problems, and to modify culture 
and beliefs without directly implicating readers (Gottschall, 2012). The issues surrounding our 
contemporary food system need to be addressed, but in a way that doesn’t deter young learners 
from engaging with them.  
Agriculture represents one of the greatest shifts in the human relationship to the natural 
world, a shift that is reflected in literature.  The Western world is shaped by and steeped in 
agricultural history, and this rural past is embedded in its stories. But there is an increasing 
disconnect between the contemporary world and the worlds depicted in literature from prior eras, 
not only in terms of food production but also food preparation. From both an environmental and 
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a cultural perspective, it is important that these texts survive as they serve as reference points for 
what was, what has been lost, and what has changed; they provide a counterpoint to our 
postnatural, industrialized world. To fully grasp the reports on and representations of agriculture, 
and of food production and preparation, whether it be in the media, in articles, or in fiction, 
requires an increasingly sophisticated ecological literacy on the part of the reader/consumer; to 
facilitate this synthesis, precursors to contemporary food production narratives must be 
comprehended in order to fully grasp the complexity of issues such as food security in the 21st 
century.  
As well, the affective capacity of food makes food-based narratives a potent pathway for 
learning. Food is attached to memory and emotion, and the role of emotion in teaching 
environmental values around food should not be underestimated. Fostering a personal response 
to narratives from the past and making the critical connection between past and present food 
systems means embracing the affective. The intention is not to bypass potentially difficult 
emotional responses, but to help readers negotiate their eco-grief using an affective, indirect 
approach.  This affective approach informs my environmental curriculum framework that utilizes 
nostalgic food narratives to address issues of food security. Teaching critical analysis to young 
readers through making connections in these narratives to modern environments could help them 
navigate the convoluted language of the modern food industry and gently equip them with the 
critical skills necessary to engage with environmental issues. As the goal of this project is to 
foster and enhance food literacy in young learners through a humanities-based approach, I 
propose that utilizing a more interdisciplinary pedagogical line of action, one that mimics the 
ecologies of food systems and cultures, could help bridge some of the gaps that have led to the 
current state of environmental degradation. Implementing the humanities in environmental 
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education curricula is an under-realized, under-utilized option for adding a component of 
learning that addresses the environmental crisis indirectly; this approach could help students 
navigate difficult ecological truths from a safe space while fostering critical thinking skills and 
ecological values without implicating them directly or overburdening them.  
Learning how to best position ourselves in relation to the natural world and to our food 
systems is a pedagogical undertaking, complicated and interdisciplinary, and it requires 
understanding the role of corporate influence in shifting food traditions and culture, and in 
understanding how food values link to environmental values. Alice Waters, creator of The Edible 
Schoolyard Project and Chez Panisse, the slow-food restaurant rooted in pre-industrial food 
traditions, believes that people digest values when they eat (Elkann, 2017). A diet consisting of 
industrialized food that relies on cheap labour and questionable farming practices imparts values 
shadowed by human rights abuses and environmental degradation.  And likewise, food produced 
with strong social and environmental standards speaks to a value system that promotes 
regeneration and longevity, in both human and environmental terms. Examining the tensions 
inherent in agriculture as they are framed in literature is an effective means of gaining valuable 
insights, both cultural and environmental, which can help foster an ecological and food-centred 
literacy with which to respond to our environmental crises.  
Statement of Intent 
In an effort to help young learners comprehend the whole story of food, the processes of 
which are often hidden – obscured by history, scientific processes, and globalized practices – I 
propose incorporating food and farm narratives from the past into environmental education 
curricula as a means of countering the dominant industrial food narrative and the way it is 
commonly taught (information-heavy, fear-based, fragmented). As part of a critical food 
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pedagogy, these narratives have the capacity to foster food literacy via an affective, indirect 
approach, which could lead to environmentally responsible behaviour (ERB). 
Research questions  
The central questions guiding my project include the following:  
What are the problems with modern food and how are these problems framed?  
How are food systems/cultures represented in environmental discourse?  
How are these systems taught?   
What is the value of understanding the story of food? In other words, why does food 
literacy matter?  
I explore these questions in Chapter Two as a means of anchoring my use of food narratives 
from the past as counternarratives to the industrial food system. In Chapter Three, my ecocritical 
investigation of these food narratives is centred around questions of representation:  
What did food cultures and environments look like in different eras and places? 
What is the nature of this food, and how is it depicted?  
What can these representations offer contemporary readers?  
Locating these ecocritical moments in the texts grounds the critical food pedagogy of Chapter 
Four, which asks:  
How can these texts be used as effective starting points from which to teach issues of 
food security?  
How can narratives be used to effectively teach food literacy in an elementary school 
curriculum?  
To what degree is children’s literature from the past an effective launching pad for 
discussions around the issues of food security?  
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Methods of inquiry: Theoretical framework and qualitative research design  
My interdisciplinary approach to issues in agriculture considers the environmental 
context of food production, but it also looks at agriculture through the lens of food studies, a 
multifaceted field that includes sociological, geographical, and ethnographic approaches to food.  
The filter I use to bring these disciplines into a focal point is literary studies. Looking at 
agricultural “decisions and management practices through multiple lenses and from multiple 
perspectives…gives us insight into opportunities and challenges we may have missed otherwise 
and exposes us to solutions we might not have known about” (Millet, 2017, p. 130). Because 
food touches so many aspects of our lives – social, environmental, cultural, economic – the 
interdisciplinarity of my project requires a breadth of research materials, from popular food 
writers commenting on issues in contemporary food culture, to academic articles on forms and 
features of agriculture, to research on children’s literature and pedagogy, and grey literature 
(largely theses) from scholars with complementary pursuits. By including fictional narratives in 
my analysis and discussion of agricultural issues, I am extending the interdisciplinary dialogue 
started by these food writers and researchers, and pursuing the “converging lines of inquiry” 
(Yin, 2011, p. 98) that help bridge the sciences and humanities to tell the whole story of food.  
I have surveyed and performed an ecocritical analysis of classic literature for children 
that centres on food production and culture. To establish the best ways of disseminating the 
ecocritical values of these narratives, I researched extant environmental humanities and 
environmental education pedagogies, as well as interdisciplinary approaches, and sought 
intersections between theories of nostalgia and Indigenous perspectives. Attempting to bring 
different disciplines together in a cohesive and substantive way requires a strong conceptual 
anchor, and I draw from Suzanne McCotter (2001), who, in following Laurel Richardson, 
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approaches theory from a new metaphorical angle, one that uses mapping rather than the more 
commonly applied architectural metaphor of a framework. Both maps and theory require 
interpretation and function similarly: “Maps tell the story that has been experienced by the 
mapmaker…The perspective of the cartographers is clearly depicted in the map they’ve 
designed, and that perspective shapes the way we think about the world” (p. 5). Likewise, theory 
“provides a starting place and some direction as to where we should go. Theory does not direct to 
one particular place, but gives a variety of choices and directions” (p. 5). This metaphor extends 
to story: narratives can guide readers but not deliver them to a preset final destination. With this 
metaphor in mind, curriculum designed around story should lead readers to discoveries rather 
than conclusions, and I refer to reader response theory to support the idea that narratives are 
personal interactions. To explore the affective potential of these narratives, I follow Jennifer 
Ladino and Kyle Bladow’s (2018) application of affect theory to ecocritical investigations for 
approaching the emotional dimension of environmental crisis, such as grief, as expressed in 
literature. In developing a critical food pedagogy in which to explore the intersection of food, 
literature, and education, I draw from Wever’s (2015) analysis of how food education has the 
potential to remedy the food crisis created by the industrial food system. And finally, I apply 
theories of transformative learning to food narratives from the past as a means of developing and 
fostering both food literacy and the environmentally responsible behaviour it can engender, 
which are the goals of this project.  
Rationale for selection of primary texts 
The proposal for the first iteration of this project centred solely on using farm narratives 
from the past to counter the dominant food production narrative in contemporary North America. 
As my research progressed, I recognized the importance of including Indigenous perspectives 
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and experiences of food to counter both the dominant contemporary food narrative and the settler 
experience. Narratives that feature prominently wild food, that is, any food attained by hunting, 
gathering, foraging, etc. provide the counternarrative to the settler narrative that agriculture tells, 
as well as illustrate cultural intersections.  
Criteria for selection include a focus on child protagonists, with Wilbur from Charlotte’s 
Web as the exception. As the age of my target curriculum group is grades 4 through 6, I primarily 
look at stories that incorporate characters within those age parameters (roughly 8 – 12 years old). 
Part of my appreciation for children’s literature has to do with the way it differs from literature 
written for adults: children’s literature tends to centre on child protagonists who are figuring out 
the world and their place within it, making the narrative arcs of these stories particularly attuned 
to ecocritical investigation. Half of the narratives I include in my literature analysis are set in or 
around the time of their publication: Jane of Lantern Hill (1937), Understood Betsy (1917), 
Charlotte’s Web (1952), Heidi (1881), and The Story Girl (1911). The other half are historical 
fiction: The Birchbark House (published in 1999, set in 1847), Farmer Boy (published in 1933, 
set in the 1860s), Caddie Woodlawn (published in 1935, set in 1867), and Strawberry Girl 
(published in 1945, set in the early 1900s). 
Research project outline 
My decision to engage in interdisciplinary work led me to organize my research project 
into three chapters that correspond with the three key disciplines I located as being central to my 
topic: Environmental Studies, English, and Education.  
I conducted a literature review (Chapter One) to establish the rationale for my approach, 
including the different applications of ecocriticism that inform my analysis and the various 
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pedagogies from which I draw. Throughout, some redundancy/reiteration is necessary to 
establish and enforce my interdisciplinary framework. 
Chapter Two – The story of food: Food studies and (agri)culture 
Central task:  
- locating/positioning ourselves in contemporary food debates  
This chapter functions as a literature review of the problem, providing the rationale for why we 
need to foster food literacy. In this chapter, I review the issues, terminology, and concepts that 
provide a framework for my discussion of agricultural and food literacy issues. The latter section 
centres on parsing the divisive rhetoric of food studies and agriculture. 
Chapter Three – The food in stories:  Farms, food, and children’s literature 
Central tasks: 
- positioning ourselves in the natural world (a central question of ecocriticism) 
- positioning ourselves in relation to the past 
The questions guiding the direction of this chapter ask to what degree children’s literature from 
the past provides an effective launching pad for discussions around the issues of food security. I 
examine farm/food literature from the past and investigate its cultural/agricultural value. By 
using stories in which food and farms are central, topics related to food environments and 
practices can be approached in a palatable and meaningful way, and connections to students’ 
own food cultures can be established and questioned.   
My ecocritical analysis of texts is counterpointed with the issues of the industrial food system 
established in Chapter Two. 
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Chapter Four – Pedagogical approaches to food literacy 
Central tasks: 
- revealing the hidden/unknown parts and interrelations of our food systems (the task of 
education/interdisciplinary learning) 
- promoting regenerative readings of texts, food systems, and landscapes as a means of 
combating divisive, crisis-laden language 
- demonstrating how increased understanding can lead to behavioural change 
The central problem I engage with here is the way we learn about environmental crisis, often 
through the hard facts about food injustice, obesity, corporate greed, climate change, pollution, 
and resource depletion. The purpose of this chapter to show how narratives can be used to 
promote food literacy using an indirect approach.  
To synthesize my journey through the different theories and disciplines, and move from 
theory to application, I conclude my project by offering an interdisciplinary food curriculum 
framework: My theoretical framework bridges the findings of my ecocritical analysis with tenets 
of environmental education, curriculum theory and reader-response theory, and from these 
findings, I develop a food and narrative-based curriculum framework from which specific unit 
plans can be designed to demonstrate the possible applications of my research findings. 
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CHAPTER ONE - Literature Review: Rationale for Positioning and Approach 
 
Food in children’s literature 
The prevalence of food in children’s literature is an enduring theme. From the feasts in 
Harry Potter and The Hobbit to elaborate tea parties in Anne of Green Gables and Alice’s 
Adventure in Wonderland, to the complex post-apocalyptic depictions of food in The Hunger 
Games and Feed, food plays a central and multifaceted role in narratives for young people.  
Children’s narratives that centre on farms and food production as a means of exploring the 
relationship between land, food, and culture are central to this project. In the narratives I have 
selected for analysis, the extent to which farms and/or food-producing aspects of the story are 
featured varies, but in all the chosen stories, the food and land-based components comprise more 
than mere setting. Narratives such as Jane of Lantern Hill and Understood Betsy act as a 
repository of agricultural history and provide crucial sociocultural reference points. But rarely 
are food and the food-producing settings in literature critically investigated in conjunction.  
Much of the critical work that has been done on food in children’s literature focuses on its 
comedic, moralizing, or fantastical uses (Katz, 1980; Herrmann, 2014; Vallone, 2002). The old-
fashioned farm narratives I look at centre on real food, not fantasy food – food that is associated 
with its environmental contexts and attached to labour. Unlike in much of the classic children’s 
literature from the Victorian era, appetite in these farm narratives is not punished or moralized; 
the production and consumption of food is about survival, and often pleasure and celebration, but 
seldom is it associated with punishment.  
Using food as the focal point of literary analysis is not a popular path of inquiry, and food 
studies has fought for relevance in academic contexts, as has children’s literature. Warren 
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Belasco (1999) traces how food has been handled indifferently, both as subject and object, and as 
tangential to the central issues. But for him, and for others working in food studies, food is the 
point at which all things converge. He questions “why people are so oblivious to food, especially 
to where it comes from and to the wider social, political, and psychological implications of our 
food behaviors” (p. 28).  Food transcends its material borders: as “digestible ideology”, it is 
personal and tangible, and can be both epic in scope and intimate (Belasco, 1999; Keeling and 
Pollard, 2012).  And from an environmental perspective, “[a]s emblem of the life-cycle, food has 
an immense resonance of dependence and interdependence” (Nicholson, 2003, p. 227). The food 
narratives I have chosen to explore epitomize this lifecycle.  
Contemporary dialogue around children and food tends to focus on problematizing food, 
applying the judgement values engendered by nutritionism that are based on concerns about 
foods that are labelled ‘good’ and ‘bad’. I seek to counter this crisis-based approach by applying 
a nostalgic lens. The prevalence of food in children’s literature is a well-established trope, as 
documented by Keeling and Pollard (2012) in Critical Approaches to Food in Children’s 
Literature, one of the few academic anthologies connecting children’s literature to food studies. 
The food being produced in the agrarian texts I analyze is pre-industrialized, and, by extension, 
idealized at times. According to Barthes (2012), food “is not only a collection of products that 
can be used for statistical or nutritional studies. It is also, and at the same time, a system of 
communication, a body of images, a protocol of usages, situations, and behaviour” (p. 24). One 
of the central messages regarding food in these pastoral narratives is that it offers the promise of 
ideal nourishment, and the message often reads that the closer the food is to nature, the better it is 
for our health. In voicing the contemporary discomfort with our food systems, Dylan Clark 
(2004) observes that “industrial food fills a person’s body with the norms, rationale, and moral 
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pollution of corporate-capitalism and imperialism” (p. 19). The nostalgic, pre-industrial food in 
these agrarian stories offers respite from such complicated victuals, and ecocritical analysis 
points to how these stories can also offer a revisioning of the future of food.  
Ecocritical positioning and approach 
My interest in ecocriticism lies in its evolving capacity to address environmental change. 
Serpil Opperman’s recent investigations on the function and nature of current ecocriticism help 
frame my theoretical approach, particularly her work on the perceived limitations and capacities 
of the theory. Operating in isolation, ecocriticism has tended to become ‘penned in’ by its 
application to traditional nature writing. As it has evolved, it has reached beyond disciplinary 
borders to locate natural and generative intersections. Despite Terry Gifford’s (1999) contention 
that ecocriticism’s lack of a central, organizing methodology is its weakness, Opperman (2010) 
asserts that “[e]cocriticism’s methodological and theoretical plurality” is what anchors its 
cultural relevance:  
Ecocriticism's development is neither arbitrary nor ambivalently open, but rhizomatic in 
nature, in the way it disseminates across diverse intellectual trends. The metaphor of the 
rhizome opens up a new cultural and literary space for theorizing the developments in 
ecocriticism as a multi-faceted discursive formation, allowing its polyphonic nature to be 
seen not as a manifestation of a disciplinary crisis, but as a cultivated kind of rhizomatic 
activity. (p. 19) 
 
It is ecocriticism’s ability to both sidestep and address crisis through interdisciplinary renewal 
that makes it so effective in negotiating the shifting terms of our ontological contracts with the 
natural world. Opperman’s work to expand the theory intersects with Haraway’s notions of 
rhizomatic connection and kinship, and her stance aligns with the interdisciplinarity of my 
project: “If we view ecocriticism as a rhizomic discursive formation, we can understand its move 
in multiple directions as an engagement in the manifold complexity of interdisciplinary 
relationships” ( p.19).  
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Agriculture and agrarian culture have been largely excluded from ecocritical 
examinations in favour of more overtly environmental texts, with a few notable exceptions: 
Alenda Chang (2012) explores the problems of contemporary agriculture and pastoral 
representation in the electronic farm game, “Farmville”; Rachel Collins (2012) explores what she 
calls the ‘ethic of cultivation’ in Willa Cather’s work; Andrew McMurry (2012) investigates 
Emerson’s essay on farming in conjunction with the rhetoric surrounding food security in the 21st 
century; ecocritics Kristen Van Tassel and Aubrey Krug (2012) work to close the gap between 
their academic and agricultural lives in “Back on the Farm: The Trade-offs in Ecocritical Lives”; 
William Major’s (2007) study on “The Agrarian Vision and Ecocriticism” argues for the 
development of a new agrarianism; in his monograph on American writers and the 
industrialization of agriculture, William Conlogue (2002) tracks the literary response to the 
agricultural debate in Working the Garden: American Writers and the Industrialization of 
Agriculture. Scott Hicks (2006) triangulates agriculture, empire, and ecology in his political 
investigation of the relationship between power and industry. Children’s literature is left out of 
the conversation around agriculture and literature almost entirely.  Lynn Overholt Wake (2004) 
explores the ecology found in E. B. White’s Charlotte’s Web, but there are few other instances of 
farm life in children’s literature being investigated ecocritically.  
Pairing agriculture with ecocriticism is a dynamic exercise, as in so much of our current 
discourse on food systems and the attending environmental challenges, the theoretical outweighs 
the practical, and in the gap between theory and practice arguably lies the root of some of our 
environmental problems. How can ecocriticism contribute to revisioning our comprehension of 
food-producing systems? How can storytelling extend our perceptions and help bridge what Kate 
Rigby (2002) calls “the world beyond the page” (p. 154-55). I align my argument with Ursula 
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Heise (1997), who writes that we need to revise our conceptualizations that are directly 
responsible for our ecological problems, conceptualizations that are built on language and 
metaphors of dominance, and on androcentric interpretations and perspectives. But of equal 
value to revising these problematic conceptualizations is to first fully understand them. As I am 
navigating both literary and literal worlds in my study, and drawing connections between them, 
ecocriticism is invaluable in that it lies on a theoretical spectrum and allows for freedom of 
movement between these worlds. Unlike other literary theories, ecocriticism not only allows us 
to step away from the page – it requires that we do. 
Ecocriticism and the pastoral 
As many, if not all, of the primary narratives I analyse in this study contain elements of 
pastoral, the ideological complexity of the term, particularly as it applies to children’s literature, 
bears investigation. Ecocritic Terry Gifford (1999), in tracing its roots, identifies two types of 
pastoral at play in modern literature: the descriptive pastoral, in which nature is portrayed 
wholesomely, fulsomely, and gently; and pastoral of supreme idealization, in which all traces of 
threat to the landscape and rural culture are omitted. But to dismiss pastoral as merely pleasant 
and escapist is to deny its capacity to function as a moral critique (Gifford), as well as the way it 
has “decisively shaped our constructions of nature” (Garrard, 2012, p. 37). Pastoral as a product 
of culture that in turns shapes the way we portray rural environments denotes a productive, 
cyclical force whose longevity seems assured. Despite the problematic and remissive 
applications of pastoral in the environmental movement, as well as applications to conservative 
political platforms, Glen Love (2003) notes that the pastoral “has always been a serious criticism 
of life” (p. 67), while Jennifer Ladino (2012) argues for the efficacy of “invoking pastoral origins 
as counterpoints to the damages humans are inflicting on the natural world and on our own 
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communities” (p. 16). As such, the perceived utopian pastoralism of these texts is neither 
stultifying nor ahistorical (Garforth, 2005). Analysed through an ecocritical lens, the 
representations of agriculture in farm narratives such as E.B. White’s Charlotte’s Web (1952), 
L.M. Montgomery’s The Story Girl  (1911) and Laura Ingalls Wilder’s Farmer Boy (1933) are, 
in fact, culturally rich and politically charged as they speak to a homesickness for a natural 
(though cultivated) world and a way of life that were being dismantled in the early twentieth 
century (Grafton, 2010). 
Ecocriticism and nostalgia 
Pairing ecocriticism with theories of nostalgia within the context of food studies and 
children’s literature unearths new networks of critical approach and understanding. One of the 
aims of this project is to suggest reconfigurations of how nostalgia is defined, framed, and 
applied in scholarly discourse. Nostalgia as a concept has a broad range of definitions and 
applications. According to Raymond Williams, pastoral has always been characterized by 
nostalgia (as cited in Garrard, 2012). And so the question I ask in this project instead is, How can 
an ecocritical investigation of nostalgia in pastoral, agricultural texts recuperate nostalgia’s 
critical potential? Locating the function of nostalgia and defining its nature helps in forging an 
answer.   
Swiss medical student Johannes Hofer named the concept of nostalgia in the 1600s. He 
applied the term to displaced Swiss soldiers who suffered a form of homesickness so severe as to 
threaten their physical and psychological well-being. Over the centuries, nostalgia evolved from 
its etymological roots (from the Greek, nostos meaning “to return home” and algos meaning 
“pain”): rather than referencing a literal home place, nostalgia applied more to a general past that 
was both imagined and “idealized through memory and desire” (Hutcheon & Valdes, 1998, p. 
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20). In his seminal work on nostalgia, Lowenthal (1985) writes that the term has become “the 
universal catchword for looking back” (p. 4). In recent years, the concept of nostalgia has 
developed in complexity and application, and my research into cultural applications of nostalgia 
has revealed that, as a concept, it is “endlessly adaptable” (Lasch, 1984, p. 65).  
Svetlana Boym (2001) speaks to its multipurposes: “Nostalgia can be a poetic creation, an 
individual mechanism of survival, a countercultural practice, a poison, and a cure” (p. 354).  Her 
work on restorative and reflective nostalgia expands conventional notions of nostalgia, offering a 
rigorous and original take on its possible functions: restorative nostalgia attempts to rebuild the 
longed-for home (nostos); reflective nostalgia focuses on the longing itself (algos) and often 
delays the resolution of coming home for fear that the pined-for place cannot be reconstructed. 
She points to ‘nostalgic dissidence’ (p. 354), wherein nostalgia functions on multiple and even 
contradictory levels, revealing a flexibility that operates well within theoretical frameworks. But 
as Jeremy Davies (2010) observes, Boym’s “distinction between ‘reflective’ and ‘restorative’ 
nostalgia…proves to break down under conditions of ecological crisis”, for there is a limit to the 
endurance of “detached perspectives” in a material world of fragmentation and decay (p. 266), 
and a necessary literalism to environmental crisis that Boym condemns.  
Often in critical arenas, nostalgia is referenced in disparaging terms, regarded as a useless, 
fruitless longing for the past (Davies, 2010; Nodelman, 1996; Lowenthal, 1985). But nostalgia 
has the capacity for both affect and agency (Hutcheon, 2000). Where ecocriticism asks, ‘Where 
is nature in the texts?’, a critical place-based nostalgia asks, ‘What is the nature of our 
attachment to these places, and why should we value them?’ Placing ecocriticism at the centre of 
the nature-nostalgia nexus (Ladino, 2012) grants the opportunity to explore the causes and 
consequences of what Glenn Albrecht (2010) calls psychoterratic dis-ease, a blanket term that 
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encompasses environmentally-rooted, emotion-based states such as ecoanxiety, nature deficit 
disorder, ecoparalysis, solastalgia, eco-nostalgia, and global dread. As articulated by Ladino and 
Bladow (2018) in Affective Ecocriticism, “we process stories with a cognitive apparatus that is 
not wholly distinct from our bodies, our feelings…” (p. 2). The tendency of theorists (including 
ecocritics) to consider affect as it relates to human bodies but to ignore the role of the 
environment in informing affect means that this intersection has been overlooked. But the 
capacity of affect theory to acknowledge the role emotions can play in cultural analysis creates a 
productive approach to understanding the interplay between the human response to literature, 
culture, and nature. As Ladino and Bladow point out, ecocriticism and affect theory pair 
particularly well in that they approach the subjects of emotion and nature in both material and 
ideological terms (p. 4). And because “[e]motions can be distinguished as consciously 
interpreted or narrated affects”, exploring the connection between story, environment, and 
emotion becomes a generative undertaking (p. 5). In considering the affective potential of pairing 
ecocriticism with nostalgia in the literary analysis of texts from the past, space is created to 
address modern apprehensions about the environment. The affective (i.e. nostalgia) “might be 
the most powerful tool in persuasive storytelling, and progressives should reclaim that as a tool” 
(Palumbo-Liu, 2005, p. 66) rather than disparaging or dismissing it. 
Though Heise is critical of ecocriticism “for its nostalgic relation to place” (in Fiskio, 2012, 
p. 301), she poses this question of the theory: “Is it possible to return to more ecologically 
attuned ways of inhabiting nature, and what would be the cultural prerequisites for such a 
change?” (2006, p. 504). A type of critical nostalgia that utilizes ecocriticism to underscore the 
environmental nature and value of a text may be a means of recuperating the concept of 
nostalgia.  The depictions of sustainable agriculture in these narratives, I would argue, provide 
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the appropriate grounds for a critical nostalgia that centres on ecology. This eco-nostalgia for the 
natural world and for endangered places, practices, and living things functions as more than 
elegy; Charlotte’s Web and Farmer Boy are eco-nostalgic in that they are essentially celebratory 
and uplifting, while also being grounded in rural details from the past that have real 
environmental context. E.B.White is a life-affirming writer in the most ecological sense of the 
word.  He is sentimental (in that he is comfortable expressing and inspiring emotions) but he is 
also pragmatic and doesn’t shy away from some of the harder facts of rural life.  In one scene, 
Charlotte’s appetite for flies horrifies Wilbur and inspires a lesson in ecology within the 
narrative. Eco-nostalgia’s affective capacity moves ecocriticism beyond the celebratory tone of 
early ecocritical work on nature writing. 
The eco-nostalgic framework grounding my analysis also relies on Ladino’s work on 
effectively politicizing nostalgia in a concept she calls counter-nostalgia, which is nostalgia that 
is applied with a critical edge. Within Ladino’s theoretical framework, authors actively deploy 
nostalgia, and it is the vehicle through which the critique happens, effectively reclaiming the 
function of nostalgia in productive and subversive terms. And because “nostalgia is linked with 
the trauma of deprivation and loss” (Hemmings, 2007, p.55), by understanding that nostalgic 
children’s texts were written as a response to the rapid shift from rural to urban during the time at 
which the authors were writing, these texts provide crucial referents in environmental and 
cultural history. While I build on Ladino’s concept of nostalgia as a critical vehicle for analysis, 
my work departs from hers: in the texts I analyse, the authors are not necessarily deploying 
nostalgia, but their use of it is just as productive and subversive. White includes many of the 
traditional facets of the pastoral in his work, but he also subverts the norms and expectations, and 
disrupts the pastoral with ecological truths: life and death are a cycle, and his story contains a 
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sense of threat throughout, established in the opening lines of Charlotte’s Web when eight-year-
old Fern asks, “Where’s Papa going with the axe?”  And likewise in Farmer Boy, while Wilder 
creates a soothing sense of abundance and peace, it is clear that the harmony with the land is 
conditional: hard work is necessary to live well within natural systems, and even then, hardships 
occur and harsh weather regularly threatens to decimate crops and kill stock. Narratives such as 
Farmer Boy and Charlotte’s Web provide insights into, and templates for, bygone ways.  They 
are, at times, celebratory and effusive, but are balanced with facts of nature, with the seasonal 
realities of farming, and with expressions of ecosystems in balance, which are neither static nor 
gentle – lifecycles are violent, fraught, always kinetic, and endlessly vital.  
Referencing Raymond Williams’ seminal work, The Country and the City, Lawrence 
Buell (2014) observes that “the chronic assumption that the last generation lived closer to nature 
than the one before” is often tinged with nostalgia for an idealized past (p. 409). But in response 
to Williams’ finding that “[a]t the beginning of the [19th] century, a third of all workers were 
employed in agriculture; in mid-century, a fifth; by the end of the century, less than a tenth, Jane 
Darcy (1995) documents that “a hundred years ago people (including writers) were actually 
closer to rural life and its customs than we are” (p. 212). Using ecocriticism within an 
interdisciplinary framework to examine the cultural (and agricultural) values embedded in texts 
such as Charlotte’s Web and Farmer Boy may enable researchers to offer insights into ways of 
life that are endangered or no longer exist, and underscore the significance of these farm 
narratives, bringing nostalgia into the political arena of conservation. The young readers of these 
texts from the past will not necessarily be reading the texts through a nostalgic lens, but as 
nostalgia is, in part, a yearning for something idealized and even imagined, tapping into emotion 
for a place never experienced in the literal world becomes possible. In her work on nostalgia in 
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an intergenerational context, Eerika Koskinen-Koivisto (2016) develops the concept of nostalgia 
as a narrative strategy, and considers how nostalgia can be used to relate representations and 
remembrances of the past for younger generations. The transference of experienced emotion 
from author to reader is established in the act of reading.  
The pairing of ecocriticism and children’s literature provides an opportunity to counter 
the overt materialism of the genre, as well as to investigate the implications of the primordial 
‘child of nature’ trope promoted by Romantic ideology as it applies to my primary narratives 
(Austin, 2003). Children and nature are commonly associated with one another, both in fiction 
and the literal world (Louv, 2005; Kuznets, 1983).  Yet there is still relatively little academic 
work that pairs children’s literature with ecocriticism, as Lawrence Buell recently lamented, 
pointing out ecocriticism’s emphasis on for-adult genres. He names a small collection of 
academics that have done work in the field (Dobrin and Kidd, 2004; Gaard, 2008; Leznik-
Oberstein, 1998; Sigler, 1994; Wagner-Lawlor, 1996), but calls ecocritical exploration of 
children’s literature terra incognita (2014, p. 408). As the only collection of critical essays 
dedicated solely to children’s culture and ecocriticism, Dobrin and Kidd’s (2004) anthology, 
Wild Things: Children’s Culture and Ecocriticism, is invaluable to my study in that it professes 
to “underscore the consensus belief across narrative genres that even if the child has a privileged 
relationship with nature, he or she must be educated into a deeper – or at least different – 
awareness” (p. 7).  Using ecocriticism to investigate how our metaphors of the land influence the 
way we treat it, as well as how literacy affects humankind’s relationship to the natural world, can 
help foster this broader awareness, the roots of which are grounded in ecological literacy. 
Reading narratives from the past can serve a culturally rich purpose – a backward glance 
that provides a way not only to learn from the past but also to potentially recuperate the present 
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and future by providing a point from which to evaluate. For Haraway (2016), in her 
conceptualization of connected temporalities, “staying with the trouble requires learning to be 
truly present, not as a vanishing pivot between awful or edenic pasts and apocalyptic or salvific 
futures, but as mortal critters entwined in myriad unfinished configurations of places, times, 
matters, meanings” (p. 1). As articulated by Davies (2010), applying the memory-work involved 
in calling upon nostalgia as “an ethical principle” gives readers and researchers the capacity to 
shape the future, wherein nostalgia “becomes a utopian environmental and social programme” 
(p. 262, p. 264).  
The environment in contemporary children’s literature is not usually a natural part of 
child characters’ lives, but rather a point of crisis or issue. The environment is present, but often 
positioned in problematic terms. The relationship between children and nature in contemporary 
literature is framed as one that requires mediation, or intervention.  While the environment 
figures centrally in 19th and 20th century literature for children, this literature is not overtly 
environmental. The relationship between child characters and their environments is framed 
symbiotically. I am essentially seeking to reframe the nostalgia attached to these narratives based 
on their agricultural and ecocritical value, and to argue for the persistence of these literary 
spaces. There is more going on than wistful backwards glances or a dogged desire to preserve 
and propagate particular social and political values. The conservative nature of these books can 
be read literally: the authors are conserving the landscape through writing it.  
The type of critical eco-nostalgia that I use to anchor my analysis builds on Ladino’s and 
Boym’s concepts of critical, restorative, and reflective nostalgia, and supports generative 
readings of eco-nostalgic texts that hinge on both the personal and the political. Developing 
ecological literacy is about recuperating terms like nostalgia and pastoral that are applied 
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reductively, and considering this literature in new terms: as not merely pastoral, but as 
environmental agricultural literature.  
An indirect approach 
The centrality of food to children’s fiction provides an ideal opportunity for this 
embedded food pedagogy to be used as a springboard to investigations of the environmental 
issues surrounding food security, not always a simple subject to broach to  children: 21st century 
food issues such as Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations (CAFOs), animal slaughter, human 
rights abuses, climate change, poverty, and the impact of fast food on human and environmental 
health all make for difficult conversations. But Glynn Sharpe (2011) advises that these 
potentially controversial subjects should not be avoided but approached in such a way that 
fosters critical thinking. Often, difficult subjects are excluded from curricula because they “could 
polarize opinions, challenge belief systems, and foster dissension” (p.122). Sharpe identifies 
other barriers to effectively teaching difficult subject matter: the time it takes to do an in-depth 
analysis of issues; the fact that traditional curriculum design does not fit into the oftentimes-
interdisciplinary nature of complex issues; and inadequate teacher training (p. 124-5).  But 
Sharpe also cites that fact-oriented textbooks that delve into difficult issues are often not 
available, or age-appropriate for younger learners (p. 125). As an alternative method of delivery, 
Fischer (2017) and Freestone and O’Toole (2016) argue that children’s literature contributes to a 
young reader’s sense of their own environments and has an important role in place-based 
curricula, perhaps more than overtly didactic environmental texts.  
The proliferation of eco-literature, or eco-texts – that is, fiction and nonfiction that 
focuses on the environment from an issues perspective – speaks to contemporary concerns about 
our relationship with and our place within the natural world. As Janet Maslin (1992) observes, 
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this eco-literature is well intentioned, but she questions the ‘scare factor’ approach of many of 
these narratives. Rather than inspiring and motivating children to engage with their environments 
in responsible ways, Maslin feels this literature burdens young readers with guilt, worry, and 
fear, leaving them exhausted and possibly further disconnected. She does not condone shielding 
children from issues, but she worries that some eco-literature takes the lessons too far, sacrificing 
quality storytelling and whimsy for jarring facts and didacticism. Betty Greenway (1994) extends 
Maslin’s review by questioning how books with a strong environmental message should be 
evaluated: “are they good books, and what are they good for?” (p. 146).  Drawing from Creany’s 
“Environmental Literature: Books that preach and books that teach” (1994), Greenway asserts 
that heavy-handed environmental messaging in literature for young readers “robs them of the 
opportunity for a genuine and personal response” (p. 146). And as Mary Christenson (2009) 
observes in her article on the efficacy of overtly environmental children’s literature, “books can 
be useful for providing basic information but they fall short in asking children to think critically” 
(p. 144).  Eco-texts are missing the story lines that allow young readers to comprehend and 
remember concepts in a way that science texts do not allow (Butzow & Butzow, 2000).  But as 
Freestone and O’Toole (2016) note, though a number of researchers have documented the impact 
of overtly environmental children’s texts, little research has been done on how fictional stories 
influence pro-environmental behaviour in children. 
The association of children’s literature with a committed awareness of nonhuman and human 
nature has a long history, as illustrated by Carolyn Sigler’s (1994) historicizing of environmental 
activism in children’s literature. The Victorians, influenced by the Romantics’ response to 
nature, saw a surge in didactic environmental texts for children. But these early information-
based, heavy-handed approaches to developing environmental ethics were not supported by all: 
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Suzanne Rahn documents Ernest Thompson Seton’s (1901) belief that “the feeling generated by 
an animal story may have more effect than an environmental lecture” (p. 156). Seton felt stories 
were more effective than explicit messaging. The trend towards this type of fear/fact-based 
messaging has only grown with the evolving waves of environmentalism. Arguably, there is a 
danger in knowing the environment predominantly in terms of crisis. These eco-texts “expose the 
errors of the past and the uncertainties of the future…[and are] marked by pessimism and unease 
as well as a sense of urgency” (Bradford, 2003, p. 111), none of which are easily navigated by 
children. But this tendency to place children within or adjacent to environmental crisis in what 
Rosalind Coward (1996, p. 356) calls a ‘green morality’ is deeply rooted in children’s culture, 
the result being that the onus is placed on children to be the catalysts for positive cultural change 
(Larsson, 2012; Lenz, 1994; Ballantyne et al., 2006).  But Reid et al. (2010) note “how the 
discourse of fear perpetuated by a variety of media in the lives of the younger generation often 
overwhelms the positive nexus of risk and hope…in children’s environmental and place 
literatures” (p. 433). Recent articles in popular media address the impact of this pressure on 
children, and in a recent Mashable article titled “How to talk to kids about climate change 
without scaring them”, Ruiz (2019) suggests that 
there are plenty of ways to talk about what's happening to the Earth in an age-appropriate 
way that doesn't needlessly frighten a child. The key is to ensure that you've laid a 
foundation for children to appreciate and be curious about the natural world, that you're 
capable of discussing basic scientific concepts, and that conversations with children about 
climate change focus on critical thinking skills and solutions. (para. 5) 
 
Building the foundation she proposes includes a number of solutions-based, place-based 
activities designed to optimize connections such as watching a nature documentary, visiting a 
wildlife center or natural history museum, or introducing a child to natural habitats like creeks, 
beaches, or forests. Similarly, Ruth Musgrave’s (2020) National Geographic article on “Talking 
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to Kids about Climate Change” focuses on explaining the science, explaining the problem, and 
explaining the solutions. Using story to help lay that foundation is missing from both author’s 
lists. But in his article on how what he calls the Greta Thunberg effect is influencing children’s 
publishing, Patrick Barkham (2020) posits that some stories do more harm than good, which 
aligns with the arguments posed by Greenway, Maslin, and Creany. He notes that “the number of 
new [largely fact-based] children’s books about the climate crisis and wildlife has more than 
doubled over the past year, with sales also doubling” (para. 3). But he asks, “What if eco-doom 
just generates despair?” (para. 5). He interviews wildlife journalist Ben Hoare, who is opposed to 
the overt messaging of eco-texts, and who speaks of his own experiences, as well as his 
children’s, with reading and nature, and “wonders whether fiction is a more powerful vehicle for 
raising environmental awareness…Fiction is quite a stealthy way of talking to children about big 
themes” (para.13).  
But this indirect approach to imparting lessons and values is more than the narrative 
equivalent of hiding medicine in a spoonful of jam. As Haraway (2004) states, “stories are 
always more generous, more capacious, than ideologies” (p.1). As such, they create a safer space 
from which to address troubling information: “Children are particularly vulnerable to distress 
and anxiety associated with their growing awareness of the risks of climate change” (Davis et al., 
2010, p. 3). Some of this stress can be mitigated in the way the information in the stories is 
named or framed: In Montgomery’s Jane of Lantern Hill, Jane’s friends help her weed her 
garden on a hot summer day, but “[i]f anyone had made them work as hard as that they would 
have howled to high heaven; but when it was for fun…why, it was fun” (p. 90). Likewise, if a 
story is framed as a lesson from the outset, and that lesson is explicitly reinforced by the 
narrative, young readers may be less receptive to the desired pedagogical outcome.  Children, 
 
 
 29
despite what the marketing directed at them suggests, respond to subtlety. And often in the 
process of achieving autonomy and individuation, their determined contrariness to overt 
lecturing can prevent the lesson from taking root.  
But the indirect fiction-based approach is not without its flaws, as inaccurate facts 
embedded in stories can skew a reader’s perceptions of reality (Marsh & Fazio, 2006; Marsh et 
al., 2003). As Marsh et al. conclude, readers’ suggestibility makes them open to narrative 
influence. Assessing the quality of the text and teaching critical thinking can help mitigate these 
concerns. In defense of the narrative approach, I draw from Oatley’s (1999) work in the 
psychology of reading fiction: fictions create simulations in the minds of readers in which 
“personal truths can be explored that allow readers to experience emotions – their own emotions 
– and understand aspects of them that are obscure” (p. 101). Oatley’s hypothesis that fiction has 
the capacity to provide the reader with personal insights by triggering emotions can perhaps be 
extended to environmental ethics: if a reader can be moved by a story and is also provided with a 
critical and experiential framework for exploring the context of this emotion, a foundation for 
building an environmental ethos is built.  
Regarding nostalgic farm narratives as a version of eco-text expands the type of story that 
is deemed valuable within the context of environmental education. Lisa Lebduska (1994) 
provides Patricia Greiner’s definition of environmental literature, which she builds from 
Navarre’s definition of ecofiction: a text which “demonstrates an interrelatedness of people, 
activities, systems of thought, indeed of every part of life” (p. 171). The nostalgic, pastoral texts 
that I propose to include in environmental education curricula adhere to this definition, as I will 
establish in the pedagogy section of this project. Reading fiction grounded in ecological realities 
supports the incidental learning condoned by Freestone and O’Toole (2016), in which narratives 
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provide a subtle approach to environmental issues. In her decade-long inquiry into the capacity 
of children’s books to affect change, Tatar (2009) concluded that “words and images…resonate 
in mysterious ways with real-life experiences” (p. 205). Jonathan Gottschall (2012) calls this 
“the witchery of story”. Possibly, it is fiction’s capacity “to address children’s emotions and 
make deep lasting impacts because it appeals to both the emotions and the intellect” that can help 
explain the phenomenon that Tatar chronicled (Gaard, 2008, p. 20). Writing on the pedagogical 
design of an agroforestry program designed for Black-Indigenous farmers, Leah Penniman 
(2019) reports that the instructors often begin their lessons with a story rather than give a lecture 
that draws from peer-reviewed articles 
because story contains three ingredients essential in catalyzing action: magic, inspiration, 
and wonder. It is also because our ancestors have long used story as the vehicle for 
transmitting history, cultural, and ethical codes across generations. While these data are 
indispensable in defining and quantifying the task ahead, they are limited in their capacity 
to catalyze on-the-ground action. These data speak to the head, but bypass the heart. 
(paras. 19-20) 
 
Locating the heart as a catalyst for critical thinking is an unorthodox but potent organizing 
principle that I draw from. The emotional component of food – its ability to provide comfort and 
trigger nostalgia – and the fact that it is embedded in much children’s literature, provides an ideal 
pathway to critical analysis.  
In The Geography of Childhood, Gary Paul Nabhan (1994) writes that adults’ 
recollections of books they read as children often have the same effect on memory as time spent 
in wild places. Attachment to, and experience of, place (both literary and literary) increases 
personal investment and meaning, which is the ethos of conservation. In this light, even 
contemporary urban readers may develop knowledge of and attachment to rural places, both past 
and present. Richard Louv’s (2005) summary of the relatively rapid shift from rural to urban 
modes of living speaks to the urgency of teaching the history of how we got here:   
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In less than a half century, the culture has moved from a time when small family farms 
dominated the countryside…to a transitional time when many suburban families’ 
vegetable gardens provided little more than recreation, to the current age of shrink-
wrapped, lab-produced food. (p. 21)  
 
He acknowledges that many young people are becoming increasingly aware of the problems with 
the current food system, but that this knowledge does not mean they are personally involved with 
their food sources (p. 21).   
The ultimate goals of this project are to increase opportunities for young readers to make 
connections between food and the environment, both in the literal and literary worlds, via 
narrative; to develop skills to make these connections; and to establish a set of values 
surrounding food production. There is a place for direct, fact-based approaches to pedagogy, but 
in helping young learners navigate the uncertainties and anxieties about the damage our ways of 
life are doing to the planet, allowing them to approach these issues indirectly may do more to 
equip them with critical skills, but in a less measurable way that may take more time to achieve. 
Chet Raymo (1992) writes,  
We live in an age of information. We are inundated by it. Too much information can 
swamp the boat of wonder, especially for a child. Which is why it is important that 
information be conveyed to children in a way that enhances the wonder of the world. For 
example, there are several fine information books for children about bats. But how much 
richer is that information when it is presented [as poetry]...If a child is led to believe that 
science is a bunch of facts, then science will not inform the child's life, nor will science 
enhance the child's cultural and imaginative landscape.  (para.12) 
 
Kyo Maclear (2018) tackles the question of how to approach difficult ecological realities without 
overburdening young learners in “Protected or prepared? Children in a stormy world,” touching 
on the limiting “notions of childhood innocence and maturation that tend to get framed within a 
utopian/dystopian binary” (p. 127). She looks to filmmaker Hayao Miyazaki for his integrated 
storytelling mode of catastrophe and whimsy that subtly works against limiting dualisms and 
depicts “childhood minds in action” (p. 141), resourceful and engaged with their worlds. 
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Christenson’s (2009) summation of the goals for environmental education, formed at the Tbilisi 
Conference in 1977, includes mandates to foster awareness about the interdependence of our 
social systems within an environmental context, to provide learning opportunities for the 
acquisition of the knowledge, values, attitudes, and skills needed for pro-environmental 
behaviour, and to create new patterns of behaviour in all levels of society. Through her analysis 
of Miyazaki’s work, Maclear provides a new framework for approaching the goals of 
environmental education through story, one that utilizes an effective, indirect approach that both 
protects and prepares young learners. In my exploration of narrative as a means of enhancing 
food literacy, I look to her framework for eco-pedagogical modeling in an interdisciplinary 
context.  
An interdisciplinary approach 
Fragmented approaches create holistic problems – an oil spill is the result of globalized 
transnational interests and practices colliding with economics, policy, geography, history, and 
human error, among other factors. By failing to fully account for how the dynamics of these 
multiple moving components react with and impact one another, remedial attempts fall short due 
to piecemeal approach. Holistic problems require holistic solutions (Clark et al, 1995). 
Unfortunately, academic disciplines are traditionally founded on a fragmented “silo mentality”, 
with few opportunities or incentives to cross-communicate. Neimanis et al. (2015) recognize that 
compartmentalization does not allow for the interconnections between economy, culture, and 
environmental degradation to be fully explored. Increasingly, it is becoming clear that single and 
multidisciplinary approaches are unable to provide solutions to complex ecological problems; 
interdisciplinary synthesis is key (Everett, 2008; Focht & Abramson, 2009).  
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Interdisciplinary inquiry has shaped the direction my life has taken, both personally and 
professionally. After pursuing an MA in children’s literature, where I worked with 
environmental literary theory (ecocriticism), I applied to a farming internship program and a PhD 
program in Environmental Studies. I was accepted into both on the same day. Rather than choose 
one over the other, I let one inform the other. My experiences in the organic farming community 
on Salt Spring Island, where I worked for three seasons on organic farms, led to work as the 
island’s Farm Market Coordinator, and when I moved to Prince George to pursue my PhD, I 
found related work as the Local Food Coordinator at UNBC. Throughout my PhD studies, I held 
on to my English roots as I learned more about our food systems. Familiarizing myself with new 
vocabularies helped me develop my interdisciplinary thinking around English studies and 
Environmental Studies, and I began to draw from my humanities background in this new context. 
The further my research takes me on this journey, the more I believe in the value of stepping out 
of our areas of expertise, in bridging disciplines, and beginning conversations with experts in 
other fields with the goal of collaboration.  In expanding my understanding by stepping out of 
my discipline (and comfort zone), I have gained an appreciation for the work being done in other 
fields, and a sense of hybridity and renewal that a single-discipline approach could not provide.  
What happens when disciplinary boundaries are crossed? In optimally designed and 
generative contexts, thematic and multidisciplinary approaches integrate learning between 
subjects and transcend their former boundaries, allowing students to form connections between 
school subjects and their own lives (Paige et al., 2008; Carrier & Wiebe, 2011). The rich inquiry 
created by multiple approaches and perspectives (AAAS, 2006) means that a full range of 
student diversities, including cognitive, cultural, developmental, motivational, and stylistic, can 
be addressed (Barab & Landa, 1997). Ideally, interdisciplinary approaches should integrate 
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domains and create new understandings in the process (Dawes & Boix Mansilla 2007), with the 
goal of equipping students to handle a precarious future, also referred to as being “future 
oriented” (Owens, 2001) or “future-proof” (Fahey, 2012). Feasibility of implementation can be 
hampered by what Focht and Abramson (2009) identify as “ambiguous focus, insufficient 
integration and lack of rigor” (p. 124). But interdisciplinary curriculum design has the potential 
to foster the deep learning advocated by Hooley (2009) and Warburton (2003), in which students 
elicit meaning and understanding from their experiences with the material – in this case, 
narratives.  
The inherent interdisciplinarity of food makes it an ideal vehicle for exploring the human 
relationship with nature: Alice Waters (2017) feels “food is about more than cooking; it’s about 
geography, history, agriculture, tradition, art, anthropology – and nature, of course” (p. 145). 
Likewise, “[e]ating as an image schema is not simply a literary motif, but a cultural paradigm 
that informs and shapes a range of social phenomena, including disciplines outside of literature” 
(Nicholson, 2004, p. 192). In handling food - its production, consumption, systems, and cultures 
– as a research topic, one thing is clear: its complexities dictate an interdisciplinary approach.  
The science of food, its chemistry and biology, intersects with human health, which is 
inseparable from environmental health, and this in turn is impacted by social and cultural 
practices on both local and global scales. Separating the different facets of food for study is 
problematic; the intersections require cognizance and synthesis. But often in the process of 
specialization, these connections are clipped off, glossed over, pruned out.  And so the 
knowledge base that is built from fields of expertise is partial, and the result is disconnection 
from the whole story of food. This pattern of disconnection is at the core of much of the 
environmental upheaval we are currently witnessing and experiencing.  
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An environmental humanities approach 
Exploring food from an environmental humanities perspective works because agriculture 
is both deeply anthropocentric and rooted in natural systems: food is one of the key factors that 
permits the propagation of our species, which means our food cultures rely on the continued 
manipulation of these natural systems. But what can literary studies actually offer in a critique of 
the modern food system? As Bergthaller et al. (2014) articulate, “When policy makers and 
mainstream media outlets seek expertise on the environmental crisis today, they seldom turn to 
environmental historians and philosophers, much less to ecocritics” (p. 262). Perhaps they 
should. But as Hertweck and Bladow (2011) argue, deconstruction, historicism, narratology, and 
reader response criticism are not obviously the tools of environmental action. Scranton (2013) 
likewise questions the place of the humanities in providing solutions to environmental issues:  
Geological time scales, civilizational collapse and species extinction give rise to profound 
problems that humanities scholars and academic philosophers… might seem remarkably 
ill suited to address. After all, how will thinking about Kant help us trap carbon dioxide? 
Can arguments between object-oriented ontology and historical materialism protect 
honeybees from colony collapse disorder? (para. 13) 
  
These are relevant questions, the latter of which I would answer with, maybe. Approaching these 
issues indirectly (i.e. through story) rather than directly (i.e. through fact) is, I argue, a potent 
decision within interdisciplinary designs. In Sanz and Ezpeleta’s (2018) study involving 100 
university-level education students, nearly the entire sample group believes that reading eco-
literary narratives can facilitate science education and that the two disciplines should be 
integrated. These findings align with Kerridge and Sammells’ (1998) argument that 
an ecological perspective strives to see how all things are interdependent, even those 
apparently most separate. Nothing may be discarded or buried without consequences. 
Literature is not leisure, not separate from science or politics, any more than ‘nature’ can 
be separate from human life, or someone’s backyard be immune from pollution. (p. 7) 
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First Nations perspectives and pedagogies inherently recognize these connections, as I explore 
fully in Chapter Four. But the field of environmental humanities is relatively new, and one that is 
guided by the concept of sustainability as on ongoing process of critical assessment and 
repositioning rather than a goal (Warburton, 2003; Klahr, 2011). Under these terms, 
sustainability’s relationship to narrative becomes evident, as Ursula LeGuin (1996) recognizes 
that the purpose of storytelling “is neither resolution nor stasis but continuing process” (p. 153).  
The environmental humanities operate on the acknowledgement that a multiplicity of 
approaches is necessary to address environmental crisis, effectively reconceptualizing the 
potentially innovative relationship between science and the humanities in addressing the 
problems born of the social, cultural and human factors embedded in industrial societies (Emmett 
& Nye, 2017; Rose et al., 2012; Neimanis et al, 2015).  Such work closely relates to the task of 
breaking down the dualism of the nature/culture binary in that it locates “ecological problems in 
the behavior of human institutions, beliefs, and practices” (Emmett & Nye, 2017). Knoespel 
(1991) observes that narrative theory has allowed for the realization that “forms of discourse in 
the natural and human sciences are themselves ordered as narratives” (p. 100-101). As well, 
different disciplines frequently work with the same concepts but apply different nomenclature 
(for example, shifting baseline syndrome is referred to as generational amnesia in different 
circles): the goal should be to gain fluency in both and to utilize linguistic diversity and 
multiplicity of approach, letting the perspectives from one discipline inform another, 
conceptually building bridges.  
In temporal terms, the environmental humanities adhere to the tenets of “slow 
scholarship”, a concept rooted in the long-term experimentation utilized by ecologists, and one 
that works against the ideologies of industry driven by progress and the pursuit of profit 
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(Bergthaller et al., 2014). Fast-paced pedagogies leave little room for the slow reading needed to 
process narrative in a meaningful way (Garrard, 2010). LeGuin (1996) writes that “[a] novel is a 
medicine bundle, holding things in a particular, powerful relation to one another and to us” (p. 
153), but those relations are not often self-evident, and require close reading and reflection - 
practices that require time. The connection between slow food, slow scholarship, and slow 
pedagogy begins to emerge.  
 
Developing multiple literacies 
Food literacy 
The goal of the environmental education curriculum I am developing is to foster food 
literacy, and the process of becoming food literate requires fluency in a number of literacies – 
ecological literacy, geographic literacy, and historical literacy. In developing a framework from 
which to explore these varied and overlapping literacies, I borrow from Winslow (2012) and 
ground my use of the term in Edmondson’s (2003) definition of literacy as “a complex social 
practice in which language, including signs, symbols, gestures, texts, and actions, are used to 
mediate and produce culture” (p. 10-11). I ground my application of food literacy by drawing 
primarily from Truman and Lane’s (2017) comprehensive scoping review on defining food 
literacy, and on Vidgen and Gallego’s (2014) eleven components of food literacy, housed under 
four main domains: planning and management, selection, preparation, and consumption. They 
define food literacy as  
the scaffolding that empowers individuals, households, communities, or nations to protect 
diet quality through change and strengthen dietary resilience over time. It is composed of 
a collection of inter-related knowledge, skills and behaviors required to plan, manage, 
select, prepare, and eat food to meet needs and determine intake. (p. 54) 
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In simplified terms, food literacy provides “the tools needed for a healthy lifelong relationship 
with food” (p. 54). Food literacy is often approached from a human health perspective, where the 
focus is on dietary behaviours (Ronto et al., 2016; Vaikeviciute et al., 2015; Nowak et al., 2012; 
Pendergast & Dewhurst, 2012). Likewise, Kimura (2011) argues that approaches to food literacy 
tend to focus on the individual and operate in apolitical terms. But food is political, a sentiment 
supported by Wever’s (2015) assertion that “food choices are influenced by far more than 
individual choice, as they are linked very strongly with structures and policies which promote 
certain foods over others, or restrict or facilitate access to particular kinds of food and food 
knowledge (p. 35). And as Wever articulates, individual approaches to food literacy are not 
without worth, but they offer an incomplete perspective if a holistic, critical understanding of 
food is the goal. Fostering a critical comprehension of how we are collectively positioned in 
cultural and historical food contexts, and how we position ourselves within them, is a task that 
requires the ability to think reflexively and reflectively. In the context of promoting the whole 
story of food, food literacy speaks to a fluency or familiarity with issues past and present, and a 
notion of possible solutions that are future-facing, forward-facing. Looking back as we move 
forward is not counterintuitive but has an underexplored reflective/productive capacity. 
Many factors must align for food literacy to flourish. Truman and Elliot (2019) perform a 
comprehensive review of barriers to food literacy, and in their analysis of the data, locate a range 
of barriers, many of which intersect: knowledge, attitudes, restrictions on skills/abilities, and 
environmental conditions (home, school, and community). Lack of learning time, lack of 
interested or trained teachers, and lack of funding for educational programs were the most 
frequently cited barriers to food literacy. Mitigating these barriers requires a values shift, 
wherein the costs of environmental education are assessed differently. Winslow (2012) proposes 
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a critical approach to food literacy as a means of achieving this shift: “Critical food literacy is the 
analytical pathway by which we understand what is at stake for us and our planet and by which 
we recognize what alternative choices are available” (p. 206). Learning about food systems is not 
enough. The power structures and policies that have created the issues must be questioned, 
analysed, and revisioned, even (or especially) at an elementary level.   
Ecological literacy 
Chef and food author Dan Barber (2014) writes, “If the future of delicious food is in the 
hands of farmers who grow nature and abide by its instructions, we ought to become more 
literate about what that means” (p. 19). Likewise, Wever (2015) notes that “if our goal is to 
understand food, we also have to understand ecology” (p. 41). Because our food systems rely on 
life-sustaining ecosystems and ecological processes such as decomposition, soil microbial life, 
nutrient cycling, and photosynthesis that are all impacted by human relationships with these 
systems, “developing an ecological literacy is an essential component of developing food 
literacy” (p. 41-2). Understanding the human relationship to the ecosystems that support us is 
part of this literacy, and Stinson’s (2010) positioning of food literacy under ecological literacy 
supplements my understanding and application of food literacy as “a deeper understanding of the 
complex environmental and social components of food” (p. 2). 
Ecological literacy, also called ecoliteracy, so named by David Orr (1992), centres on 
understanding the interrelatedness of social, cultural, and environmental systems. Orr (1994) 
maintains that until quite recently,  
what people knew about the natural world they learned from the experience of growing 
up on a farm or by visiting farms regularly. For all their flaws, farms were schools of a 
sort in natural history, ecology, soils, seasons, wildlife, animal husbandry, and land use. 
The sharp decline in the number of farms and the shift toward industrial farming has had 
serious consequences for our collective ecological intelligence. (p. 117) 
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I extend Orr’s observation on the decline in firsthand farm experience with the fact that farms are 
disappearing from our literary landscapes, too. These declines are due, in part, to a cultural shift 
away from rural life; but Orr (1994) posits that at the heart of these shifts is “the separation of the 
study of agriculture from its community, cultural, and ecological context” (p. 119). Ecological 
literacy counters the academic specializations that have helped create a fragmented 
understanding at the root of the current environmental crisis: “Real ecological literacy is 
radicalizing in that it forces us to reckon with the roots of our ailments, not just with their 
symptoms” (1992, p. 88).  Orr recommends that agriculture be taught through Arts Colleges. I 
add to his recommendation that literature from the past that features farms and food-producing 
settings should be kept in classrooms to remind us of our past and to help inform the future. 
Ecological literacy requires the “capacity to observe nature with insight, a merger of 
landscape and mindscape “(Orr, 1992, p. 86).  Environmental educators Goleman, Bennett, and 
Barlow (2012) define becoming ecoliterate as the goal, and name the process for achieving it 
“socially and emotionally engaged ecoliteracy” (p. 2). Their emphasis on the human relationship 
with nature in affective terms helps underscore the affective literary approach to food literacy I 
propose. Within this context, emotional intelligence, or being aware of how environments inform 
sensibility, is as important as knowing the facts about how ecosystems function. The Center for 
Ecoliteracy identifies heart competency as one of the core assessments of ecoliteracy, in which 
feeling concern, empathy and respect for all living things is built into the curriculum (as cited in 
Turner, 2011, p. 41).  The curriculum operates on the belief that emotional attachment to place 
can enhance pro-environmental behaviour.   
Turner expands the function of ecoliteracy in her application of a critical ecoliteracy, 
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asserting that “appreciation for interconnectedness and an understanding of the relationship 
between cultural and ecological systems” is not enough: “it must also bring critical perspectives 
to bear, questioning dominant social structures, resisting hegemonic tendencies toward othering 
and exploitation, and engaging in transformative action” (p. 30). Drawing from Richard Kahn’s 
definition of critical ecoliteracy, Turner’s focus on developing a personal critical literacy as a 
means of achieving critical ecoliteracy aligns with Koc, Bancerz and Speakman’s (2017) belief 
that critical thinking requires self-reflexivity to question the central assumptions of a society (p. 
6). Learning how to question the processes and politics of industrial food production is a vital 
component of acquiring the ecological literacy that anchors food literacy.  
Historical literacy 
Most sustainability dialogue operates within the temporality of a futures-orientated 
perspective (Lawrence & Depres, 2004). But in positing an interdisciplinary approach to 
sustainability, Klahr clarifies that the “discipline need not be future-oriented” (2011, p. 20).  
With this sentiment in mind, I investigate how children’s literature from the past can be used 
within a critical pedagogical framework to both uncover the roots of our ecological crisis and 
inform solutions. Paige et al. (2008) declare that “[t]o live ethically in the present requires us to 
understand that decisions we make in the present moment influence what the future can 
become” (p. 24). Comprehension of the histories and processes that created the current problems 
is equally vital, as is how those histories “manifest in the present, and how present action or 
inaction will result in the creation of possible futures (futures histories)” (p. 24). My definition 
of historical literacy draws on what Wood (2008) calls “an historicized ecological 
consciousness” (p. 2) that recognizes how “traditional human histories are situated dynamically 
within broader earth histories” (Rose et al., 2012, p. 3).  
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Using past vocabularies to write a more regenerative future is one way to possibly 
assuage the language of crisis that pervades contemporary environmental discourse. In The Past 
is a Foreign Country, Lowenthal (1985) writes, “Every generation disposes its own legacy, 
choosing what to discard, ignore, tolerate, or treasure, and how to treat what is kept…[C]urrent 
feelings about the past largely determine what becomes of its residues” (p. 363). Past 
geographies, cultures and customs as depicted in literature provide coordinates not only to our 
history, but point to possible futures, as well. Texts act as cultural reference points and can help 
mediate the generational amnesia that occurs: each generation’s references for the natural world 
are different from those of the previous generation (Kahn, 2002). Exploring the archival function 
of fictional texts to provide access and mediation to the past through narrative is a way to 
mitigate this amnesia. Change is occurring rapidly, and in adjusting to new realities, we reframe 
and reconfigure the ‘new normal’ at a pace where reference points are lost in the process. Using 
narratives from the past to establish historical referents may help mitigate this collective 
environmental forgetting that drives ecological illiteracy. In applying historical literacy through a 
food lens, the aim is to connect food histories with the present, and to draw a line from the ways 
food used to be produced and consumed to a food future that can be sustained.  
Wood (2008) conceives of a merge between ecocriticism and history - eco-historicism - 
to facilitate a revisioning of histories that includes the environmental impacts of cultural shifts:  
the transition on the European continent from small subsistence agricultural economies to 
maritime, trade-based urban and manufacturing societies, backed by expansive nation-
states and enriched by Asian contact and satellite colonies altered the human relationship 
to the land significantly, which in turn altered the land. (p. 3) 
 
 In analyzing how environmental change impacted social systems, Wood recommends that eco-
historians draw not just from hard data, but from a range of narratives – poems, diaries, 
newspapers, folklore. As Dunlop (2002) writes, “Stories are theories…opening up the scars of 
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history, geography. Stories map us” (p. 33). Developing an historical literacy is about gaining 
fluency in reading these stories from the past and recognizing where we have come from and 
how we have arrived at this ecological moment. In the process, a path forward may come to 
light.  
Geographic literacy 
In core terms, geographic literacy is the ability to read maps in order to locate places and 
recognize features of the landscape in real-world contexts. I draw from Liben and Down’s (1994) 
approach to the concept, wherein “understanding earth depictions” is prioritized (p. 567). A story 
is a map of sorts: young readers who come across terms such as coppice, pasture, mudflat, 
furrow, prairie, and croft in a story must able to form corresponding images to these words for 
the story to be ecologically meaningful. Being able to visualize the named geographic features of 
landscape in stories is a question of ecocritical, pedagogical, and cartographic concern. As such, 
geographic literacy is a vital component of ecological literacy, and one that pairs well with 
literary analysis: map reading involves spatial scaling, or what Frick and Newcombe (2012) call 
symbol-to-referent correspondences, a notion that can be transposed to literary analysis as both 
approaches require the ability to think symbolically and translate two-dimensional concepts to 
real-world contexts. Liben and Downs chronicle what they see as a troubling degree of 
geographic illiteracy in young learners, and seek to remedy children’s inability to develop 
projective spatial concepts: the ability to read maps is important, but the ability to read the 
environment and place oneself within it is integral to a fully developed ecological literacy.  
Squire (1996) observes that “there is an intrinsic geography to many literary texts and, 
correspondingly, such geographic representations may both foster and help to make possible a 
range of culturally defined meanings, attitudes and values” (p. 75). The value of place is 
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facilitated and enhanced by the representation of landscapes in literature, and in an 
interdisciplinary pedagogical context, the major themes of geography - location, the features of a 
place, the human/environment interaction (i.e. how humans have shaped the geography of a 
place), movement (of goods, etc.), and the features of a region that help identify it (Schoenfeldt, 
2002) – are animated within story. A young learner reading about a child character on a farm 
who dams up a creek to form a swimming hole on a hot summer day will forge a connection with 
place that a textbook entry on waterways cannot provide. And when that character eats carrots 
that she has pulled from the garden, perhaps the young reader will see more than a stack of 
carrots bagged in plastic on the next trip to the supermarket. Perhaps something will have been 
stirred by the narrative experience. Critically assessing the ways in which globalization and free 
trade function in and inform our food cultures is a vital component of food literacy: by 
understanding where food is grown (and by whom), an awareness of the complexities of the food 
export/import industry can be developed.  
Indigenous perspectives 
The land in Indigenous culture was/is the story.  Settler culture attempted to erase this 
story, to write over it, plough it under. Though Carol Ryrie Brink’s Caddie Woodlawn provides 
rich details of one full year of pioneer life in Wisconsin in the 1860s, this text is culturally 
problematic in its depictions of Native Americans and race relations with settlers. Indigenous 
scholar Debbie Reese (2008) feels the book should be removed from circulation due its racist 
content. With this warranted criticism in mind, I have chosen to include this text in my analysis 
for its historical, agricultural and ecological value, as well as for the snapshot it provides of racial 
tensions and historical attitudes that can serve to illustrate the roots of current and ongoing racial 
tensions. The whole story of food includes the whole histories of the places where food was 
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produced, and when settler narratives are read critically alongside Indigenous counternarratives 
such as Louise Erdrich’s The Birchbark House, a more complete picture of our cultural (and 
agricultural) history emerges. I include Indigenous ways of knowing food in my study as a 
means of exploring and resisting the dominant narrative of food in North American history. The 
hope is that this analysis will help shape a food curriculum that is reconciliatory and 
regenerative. Conlogue (2001) asks, “If we do not pay close attention to how rural landscapes are 
imagined, what chance do we have of renewing our living ties to the natural world?” (p. 9).  This 
project of renewal is central to the regenerative approach of my methodology. In keeping with 
the idea that “[s]ustainability defines the present time and present way of life as a satisfactory 
home” (Davies, 2010, p.  264), my use of the term ‘regenerative’ privileges the concept of 
‘sustainable’.  
In drawing from a critical food pedagogy framework in my development of a food 
curriculum, a number of perspectives are crucial to the process of enhancing young readers’ food 
literacy through critical readings of food narratives. Illuminating the hidden stories of our food 
systems and their histories - telling the whole story of food, particularly in North America – 
requires (and benefits from) the inclusion of Indigenous perspectives. First Nations food 
pedagogy inherently encapsulates many of the approaches I am attempting to merge in my 
project: slow food principles, principles of ecology, historical, geographic, ecological, and food 
literacy, and the cogency of affect. Turner (2014) reports that “Indigenous elders, as well as 
scholars in anthropology, ecology, geography, education, and environmental studies, agree that 
retaining and building on Indigenous and local knowledge systems is of paramount importance” 
to food security and resilience (p. 5). But as Lane (2010) notes, while the implementation of 
place-based education has grown, “most of the environmental education discourse has failed to 
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consider the significance of Indigenous Knowledges in discussions of place” (p. 35). In 
considering ways to incorporate First Nations food pedagogies within the context of 
colonial/agricultural narratives, I seek to foster a regenerative conversation around these complex 
histories in the context of food and narrative.  
I anchor my discussion with Flowers and Swan’s (2012) observation that “[p]art of the 
analysis of the politics of pedagogies involves locating the wider social, cultural, and political 
relations of power” (p. 425). The policies that drove the systematic dispossession of Indigenous 
peoples centred on Eurocentric forms of knowledge that “silenced the colonial other through 
their peculiar claims to universality, their systematic rejection of their own historical-geographic 
particularity, their discrediting of other knowledges as unscientific” (Conway & Singh, 2011, p. 
690). Battiste (2005) refers to this mechanism of silencing as cognitive imperialism, which she 
defines as “a form of cognitive manipulation used to disclaim other knowledge bases and values” 
(p. 9). Monani and Adamson (2016) observe that “Indigenous practices have often been sidelined 
as ‘superstition’ by those who consider mainstream Western sciences ‘objective’ and superior” 
(p. 9). This hierarchical positioning has fed “the colonial narrative of deficiency” (p. 5) that 
pervades settler accounts of history, in which the “’savage/civilized’ binary created by 
imperialist cultures [justified] their domination of supposedly ‘backward’ peoples” (Justice, 
2018, p.19). This narrative has been further enforced by the notion that Indigenous cultures exist 
solely in the past, a line of thinking that falls under the colonial ‘museum and heritage’ approach 
to history and identity that frequently endorses simplistic, primitive portrayals of Indigenous 
peoples (Archibald, 2008). Citing Blaut, Battiste (2005) notes that in Eurocentic paradigms, 
“only Europeans can progress and that Indigenous peoples are frozen in time, guided by 
knowledge systems that reinforce the past and do not look towards the future” (p. 1). Freire’s 
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(2018) pedagogy of the oppressed, in which oppression and its causes are reflected on by the 
oppressed – a process that can lead to liberation – is foundational to the pedagogical analysis 
proposed by Sumner (2016), who conceptualizes a “pedagogy of the dispossessed” using the 
same framework, wherein pedagogy that leads to liberation is transformational in that it moves 
beyond the realm of the personal and encourages students to broaden their political awareness.  
Indigenous food pedagogy 
The inherent differences between colonial and Indigenous food cultures make exploring 
decolonization through the lens of food particularly generative. Decolonizing Indigenous diets is 
vital in critical food pedagogy. Many traditional story cycles “embody local ecological referents, 
so they teach people lessons about their own home places”, particularly with regard to food 
knowledge (p. 377). Reclaiming food sovereignty is one of the central facets of decolonization 
for many Indigenous peoples. In “Protecting the Culture and Genetics of Wild Rice”, Winona 
LaDuke writes, “Not everyone is on the Julius Caesar calendar” (p. 207), alluding to the moon 
cycles that guide traditional ways of growing. She sees industrial agriculture as “this separation 
of culture from growing”, and recognizes in it the colonial bent toward domination (p. 208).  As 
a means of decolonizing food, Jacquelyn Ross (2008) writes,  
The cheap cost of bad food makes it more difficult to get the foods that are truly healthful 
for us. We grow numb to the lives behind the food, the means of production, the cost of 
distribution, the cost to the land. This is one area where having a Western education can 
be truly helpful. One gains a new vocabulary and access to other resources that can help 
to comprehend the horrors borne by the land and sea in the interest of commercial food 
production. One gains allies in scientific communities who understand the big picture and 
can see the effects on their specialty species, as well as on humans. They can help frame 
the problems, not only in terms of science, but within the frames of health, politics, and 
justice. (p. 203) 
 
Decolonization, regaining food sovereignty, and building a better food system benefit from 
cross-cultural understanding and communication. Governments have systemically attempted to 
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erode Indigenous sovereignty, but “corporate powers have slowly and systematically taken away 
the food sovereignty of all Americans” (Nelson, 2008, p. 182). Chef Sean Sherman, known as 
The Sioux Chef, and Melissa Nelson both promote the idea that traditional Indigenous foodways 
have a place in contemporary food culture, and can coexist alongside other ways of eating that, 
historically, have dominated. As Nelson says, food is medicine and water is life (the ancient 
Greeks do not have a monopoly on this belief), and the loss of traditional food often leads to 
illness (Nabhan, 1997). Sherman promotes Indigenous Foodways Knowledge as a means of 
regaining both food sovereignty and health for Indigenous peoples. On his website, he lists 
myriad ways Indigenous Foodways Knowledge manifests: in wild food, permaculture, native 
agriculture, seed saving, seasonal lifestyles, ethnobotany and ethno-oceanography, hunting, 
fishing, and butchery, cooking techniques, regional histories, food preservation, medicine, and 
spirituality. As is evident from this list, so much of a food culture is tied to the environment on 
which it depends, and Nelson (2008) notes that food traditions are rooted in ecoregions, 
homelands (p. 191). We are where we eat, she says, and she recommends “eat[ing] your 
heritage” as a means of saving it (p. 189).  
  Food and story are collaboratively embedded within many Indigenous knowledge 
frameworks, and many “native food traditions honor food with prayer and story, with song and 
dance” (Nelson, 2008, p. 181). In their application of Indigenous children’s literature in 
environmental education, Korteweg et al. (2010) report that “placing the stories at the centre of 
the curriculum and consciously responding to them allowed us to educate ourselves in an 
inherently cultural way” (p. 347). Establishing their framework on “Indigenous [literature] as 
content, the environmental crisis as context, and the reader response approach and literary 
practices as pedagogy” enabled them to holistically “activate a shape-shifting or decolonizing 
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process for non-Indigenous environmental educators” (p. 347). Using food as a source of 
common ground for this discussion can help young learners navigate the potentially difficult 
facets of the histories, and help them focus on what Justice (2018) calls “the good stories, the 
stories that heal”: as he clarifies, good stories “tell the truth of our presence in the world today, in 
days past, and in days to come” (p.  2). He generously assesses that “sometimes the bad stories 
that wound are incomplete rather than wrong, partial rather than pernicious” (p. 2). In reference 
to problematic settler texts such as Laura Ingalls Wilder’s Little House on the Prairie series, 
wherein Indigenous cultures are denigrated or edited out, Debbie Reese (2008) asserts that “[a]s 
educators, we have at least two choices: avoid the books, or, approach them critically, teaching 
children how to deconstruct the information provided in the books” (p. 67). Rather than 
perpetuate or ignore harmful stereotypes, we can deconstruct them. In his work on Why 
Indigenous Literatures Matter, Justice (2018) grapples with the terms Indigenous, settler, 
literature: “clear away some of those dead layers to find more fertile ground before we’re able to 
continue” (p. 6). That is what this literature offers the chance for educators and learners to do: to 
face our histories and offer the opportunity for genuine, regenerative reconciliation. As 
challenging as the idea of broaching the historical roots of racism to young learners is, the work 
is necessary to facilitate meaningful reconciliation, and using stories that centre on food as an 
entry point to these issues may create safer spaces for productive discussion than a direct, fact-
based approach. 
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CHAPTER TWO - The story of food: Food studies and (agri)culture 
“Eating is a conversation with nature” – Amy Hallorhan 
“Food itself [is] an environmental issue for humans because its consumption is one of our most 
intimate interactions with nature” – Atkins and Bowler 
 
In “Why Food Matters”, American Studies scholar Warren Belasco (1999) writes, “Food 
is the first of the essentials of life, our biggest industry, our greatest export, our most frequently 
indulged pleasure, and also the object of considerable dread and concern” (p. 27). These 
complexities intersect in our current food crisis. Enhancing food literacy by teaching aspects of 
the issues surrounding food indirectly (i.e. through fiction) requires an understanding of the 
nature of the crisis, as well as an understanding of how it came to be.  In this chapter, I outline 
the biggest concerns with our current food system, summarized as 
1) the way we grow our food 
2) the way we distribute our food 
3) the way we eat (the types of food and our food culture, or lack thereof) 
I analyse the debates around each of these issues and highlight ways in which agricultural 
literature from the past has the potential to inform a food culture that seeks to counter the 
problems of our current food systems. The questions that guide my analysis of these issues look 
at how they are framed in environmental discourse, providing context for my larger argument: 
the way we eat and the way we learn about food needs to be rethought.  
Barriers to Food Security 
The goal in attaining food literacy is to ensure a greater level of food security. The 
concept of food security formed as a response to market fluctuations in the 1970s and to the 
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resulting global food crisis; since then the issues have become more complex and intertwined.  
An Ontario report on sustainable food recognizes that “food is connected to many of the major 
problems our society faces, from poverty and hunger to declining farm incomes and the paving-
over of farmland to urban sprawl, youth unemployment and communities at risk” (Campsie, 
2008, p. 4). Food security is commonly defined as the physical and economic access to a reliable, 
safe, and nutritional food source; from a more political perspective, it is the right to food, and 
assured freedom from want of food (WHO).  As well, it centres on economic and environmental 
sustainability. Currently, the challenge of feeding a growing global population, many of whom 
live in poverty, without further degrading the environment, is at the heart of many food security 
discussions. Instead, to achieve food security, long-term sustainable systems need to be 
developed and integrated. While I will spend some time looking into the central details of the 
debates around food security in my analysis of different food systems, my purpose is not to 
support or refute different standpoints but to investigate how narratives can be used to promote 
awareness of the issues, as well as offer potential solutions. 
Modern agriculture: Mapping the issues, locating the problems 
After extensive reading on contemporary food systems, consensus is clear: the dominant 
North American food production paradigm – intensive, industrial agricultural - isn’t working. 
One of the main reasons for this failure centres on a lack of sustainability; with its reliance on 
chemical inputs and fossil fuels, the system is not built for long-term viability (though it may 
have been conceived as such), an idea supported by Barber (2014), whose experience working 
directly with farmers in his farm-to-table restaurant have led him to assert that “because we eat in 
a way that undermines health and abuses natural resources (to say nothing of the economic and 
social implications), the conventional food system cannot be sustained” (p. 9). The benefits of 
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industrial agriculture - high crop yields used to create inexpensive foods and the innovative 
technological efficiencies that make these crops possible – come with high costs to ecosystem 
health. Creating cognitive links that underscore the interrelations between human and 
environmental health is imperative. As Schiere (2001) notes,  
reductionist approaches [to agriculture] do not pay due attention to the complexities and 
interdependencies between agriculture and society, between farms and nature, and 
between mental and material well-being…[S]lowly an awareness is growing that 
agriculture has multiple functions, and that it is related to society in many complex ways. 
(p. 1) 
 
Recent developments in food studies have begun approaching the social construction of food and 
agricultural knowledge, rather than simply the science of food (Atkins & Bowler, 2001). Godray 
et al. (2010) recognize that  
[n]avigating the storm will require a revolution in the social and natural sciences 
concerned with food production, as well as a breaking down of barriers between fields. 
The goal is no longer simply to maximize productivity, but to optimize across a far more 
complex landscape of production, environmental, and social justice outcomes. (p. 817) 
 
My work places agriculture in both a human and an environmental context, and in 
acknowledging the multiple functions of agriculture, is well suited to an interdisciplinary 
approach.   
The Nature of Agriculture 
 The incredibly diverse vocabulary surrounding agriculture points to its complexity, as 
does its intricate ecology: it is a product of culture, or human activity, that both relies on and 
alters natural systems. The myriad forms of agriculture reveal the tensions that exist within the 
field, as well as its continuously evolving manifestations: permaculture, ‘big ag’, industrial, 
organic, sustainable, regenerative. Complicating these designations is the melding of them: in 
The Omnivore’s Dilemma, Michael Pollan (2006) recognizes the inevitable development (and 
attendant issues) of Big Organic, which is antithetical to the core tenets of the organic 
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movement. The broad political, social, and ecological complexities of agriculture make it 
challenging to take a firm position within the field, which exposes the difficulties in identifying 
best agricultural practices and solutions to existing problems. 
 Ecocriticism, the environmental literary theory I apply in my literature analysis, speaks to 
this issue of positioning. Our ability to navigate environmental issues depends on how we 
position ourselves in relation to the natural world (Chang, 2012; Glotfelty, 1996). In “What Are 
People For?”, Wendell Berry (1998) explores his fraught role as a farmer: 
In general, I have used my farm carefully. It could be said, I think, that I have improved it 
more than I have damaged it. My aim has been to go against its history and to repair the 
damage of other people. But now a part of its damage is my own. (185) 
 
In identifying the almost perverse nature of agriculture, he positions people as unavoidably 
oppositional to nature. As agriculture is based on the manipulation and alteration of natural 
systems, the results seem to be inevitably detrimental to ecosystems, a tension that Collins 
(2012) defines as foundational to “the relationship between an ethic of cultivation and a culture 
of domination” created by agriculture (p. 53).  Collins argues that the preference for cultivated, 
tamed environments leads to a sense of cultural refinement that permits attitudes of superiority 
over unaltered natural spaces. Her perspective is shared by revisionist historian Clive Ponting 
(2007), who writes that “[a]griculture involves clearing the natural ecosystem in order to create 
an artificial habitat where humans can grow the plants and stock the animals they want. The 
natural balances and inherent stability of the original ecosystem are thereby destroyed” (p. 68). 
These perceived negative impacts of agriculture seem characteristic; they are, by culture, rooted 
in a self-serving alteration of natural systems: 
Of all human activities, the cultivation of crops has had the largest impact on the face of 
the earth, beginning with the elimination of up to half of all forests. If one places a high 
value on an environment little affected by humans, then agriculture by necessity is hostile 
to environmental health. It has eliminated wilderness, shifted the balance of plant and 
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animal species, altered the hydrological cycle, and, in a limited way, altered climate. 
(Conkin, 2008, p. 169) 
 
Contemporary environmental problems are “a by-product of culture” (Glotfelty, 1996, p.  xxi), 
and agriculture is located at the charged nexus of culture and nature, an idea I explore further in 
my literature analysis. But this isn’t the only way to position ourselves within the natural world. 
McMurry (2012) regards farming as “the liminal zone between nature and culture” (p. 549), 
which speaks to a generative potential between people and nature. In providing a relatively stable 
form of sustenance, agriculture has shaped the modern world in complex ways. But before I 
investigate the history of agriculture and its impacts, I want to spend time outlining the problems 
with our contemporary food system.  
Overview of Issues 
Atkins and Bowler’s (2001) definition of food systems focuses on the concept of the 
commodity chain between producers and consumers, effectively locating the social and 
environmental intersections inherent in agriculture. These intersections ensure the complexity of 
the attendant issues, from the political and economic, to issues of human rights and 
environmental health. A survey of literature, both academic and popular, places climate change 
and population growth at the centre of food security concerns. Climate change is exacerbating 
the effects of desertification, and generating drought, floods, and extreme temperatures and 
weather events (Godfray et al., 2010; Gregory et al., 2005; O’Brien & Leichenko, 2000), all of 
which cause a landslide of impacts on food production (Federoff et al., 2010).  And the concerns 
about feeding a burgeoning population without further degrading the environment are central 
even in popular culture, as illustrated by the character of Thanos in Marvel’s Avengers sequence, 
a Malthusian villain who seeks to salvage degraded ecosystems by erasing half the human 
population. As with any pivotal social issue, there are deniers, detractors, and those who 
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disagree. Though some researchers feel the calculations for future population trends are based on 
‘heroic assumptions’ (Atkins & Bowler, 2001, p. 119), writers such as Edward O. Wilson (2002) 
have charted a trend of population exponentiation supported by historical patterns. The 
consensus seems to be that current levels of production cannot meet the future needs of a 
growing population, at least not in a sustainable way (Dwivedi et al., 2017; Willett et al., 2019).  
Along with environmental disruptions caused by climate change and population growth, 
there is also the question of succession: who will farm?  Due to the financial pressure of 
competing in a costly industrialized agricultural arena, farmers are rapidly dropping out of the 
system, which, as reported by Chris Turner (2011) in The Walrus, “raises food security alarm 
bells, because every farmer washed out of the system represents farm knowledge and farm skill 
washed out of the system” (para. 25).  With a dwindling number of experienced farmers, the 
question of how land-based skills and knowledge will be passed forward becomes a concern, and 
a matter of education. In the next few decades, consistent access to a reliable, safe, and 
environmentally sustainable food source will become increasingly difficult for a large number of 
the world’s population to achieve as resources become concurrently more in demand and 
increasingly altered through both human activity and shifting natural mechanisms.  
Points of Focus 
The design focus of my discussion of key agricultural issues centres on counterpoint themes and 
issues found in my primary narratives, which I discuss at length in Chapters Three and Four. 
Food Production 
The type of foods we eat 
Industrial agriculture produces the bulk of the primary foods eaten in the standard American 
diet – wheat, corn, beef, and soy.  And because the industrial food system is capitalist by nature 
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and reliant on globalization (which is discussed in depth in the following section), these crops 
have been transformed into commodities rather than simply foodstuffs.  Likewise, trends in food 
processing, driven by unfettered corporate creativity, have turned these staple crops into what 
Pollan (2008) calls “edible, food-like substances” rather than simply food (p. 1). Thompson and 
Cowan report that “[e]very year, food corporations introduce 15 – 20, 000 new food products to 
the market” (as cited in Patel, 2007, p. 259). In this model, nutrition is not the primary driver of 
production - profit is.   
The commodification of food also plays a role in contemporary concerns around obesity, 
food allergies, and other health problems (Popkin & Nielsen, 2003; Monteiro & Victoria, 2005; 
Brownell & Horgen, 2004). The modernization of our food systems has created relatively swift 
dietary changes in many Western countries and in those where Westernization is occurring. 
Processed food products have supplanted local, regional foods, and concurrent with this shift is 
the transference of infectious diseases as the leading cause of mortality to chronic lifestyle-
related diseases such as diabetes and heart disease (Mascie-Taylor & Karim, 2003). Common 
advice given to those concerned about their health is to eat the way their grandparents did. 
Regardless of the diversity of cultures in North America and variation in the definition of 
traditional, this advice generally speaks to a valorization of unprocessed foods. Writers such as 
J.B. MacKinnon, Alisa Smith, Dan Barber, Sarah Elton, and Barbara Kingsolver tell their stories 
of resisting the standard, industrialized Western diet by returning to pre-industrialized models of 
agriculture and food preparation. Their personal responses to the distrust, disillusionment, and 
disease engendered by the way we eat now signals a larger cultural discomfort with 
contemporary food production.  
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The way we grow our food: scale and methods 
As is evident in other natural resource industries, turning a product that relies on natural 
systems into a tradable commodity frequently begets environmental and societal imbalances. 
Agriculture’s manipulation of natural systems extends to the manufacturing of food products and 
has created a perpetuating cycle of production and consumption that undermines health. 
Denatured foods can harm both the people consuming them and the environment they come 
from, as growing these foods relies on methods than are more attuned with economic systems 
than ecological ones. 
Barber (2014) aptly names our current food production system agribusiness rather than 
agriculture. Because it functions on an industrial scale rather than a human one, and because the 
economic systems attached to industry operate under a growth mentality, modern agriculture 
systems are often not able to function within the carrying capacity of the growing regions. The 
results of an overtaxed ecosystem include reductions in soil health and nutrient depletion, soil 
erosion, aquifer depletion, irrigation and wastewater mismanagement, and plummeting bee 
populations and biodiversity (Altieri, 2018; Horrigan et al., 2002; Kremen et al., 2012; 
Woodhouse, 2010). Industrial meat production’s reliance on CAFOs further taxes ecosystems, 
damaging air, land, and water, and the methane produced in these operations is a significant 
contributor to climate change (Cassuto, 2007, 2010; Koneswaran & Nierenberg, 2008). As well, 
dependence on fossil fuels for machinery, distribution, and fertilizer production creates further 
instability in an era of climate change (McMurry, 2012; Federoff et al., 2010).  
The specific ways in which the key crops in American industrial agriculture are grown are 
also at the centre of much debate and criticism.  Not only does the monoculture model of modern 
agriculture lead to crop vulnerabilities such as increased pest presence, the necessity of pesticides 
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and herbicides has led to concerns about human and environmental health, as well as corporate 
influence in agricultural policy (Falkner & Kalfagianni, 2009). In financial terms, the high 
input/output model of intensive industrial agriculture often binds farmers to a system that keeps 
them on the margins of economic stability (Woodhouse, 2010). And finally, the question of who 
is doing the work of growing our food is central to the debate. In tracing the social and 
environmental history of agriculture, Simon Schama (1995) finds that reliance on ethically 
questionable labour is at the heart of most agriculture, from early “slave-owning Athens to slave-
owning Virginia” (p. 12). California’s ongoing dependence on Mexican labour in the agriculture 
sector supports this pattern of inequity and injustice (Gonzalez, 2015).  
This particular model of agriculture is governed by an illogical and possibly irrational 
contradiction: in operating at an industrial scale to produce as much of one crop as possible, the 
goal is to reduce the number of people involved in the process.  While this model makes 
economic sense, it does not align with ecological or social management principles. In his seminal 
work on the rejection of modern agribusiness, The One Straw Revolution, Masanobu Fukuoka 
(1978) questions the perceived notion of progress in using fewer people and more machinery to 
produce greater crop yields.  With fewer people comes less knowledge, less connection to the 
source of food, and less stewardship. For him, producing food on a human scale, one where 
“100% of the people were farming…would be ideal” (p. 109). While the logic behind his 
worldview may be overly idealistic, a recognition of the need for a system that falls somewhere 
between the industrial model and Fukuoka’s is evident. We need to find another way forward.  
Food Distribution  
Because the industrial agriculture model is now structured by and around transnational 
corporations, the operationalization of this model depends largely on export (Atkins and Bowler, 
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2001). As such, examining the roots of where our food comes from is not a straightforward task 
in the era of globalization.  In her chapter on the “Geography of Food”, Bertie Mandelblatt 
(2012) explores commodity chain analysis within the field of geography and notes the “complex 
spatialities brought into being through the transnational movement of commodities between 
actors involved in moments of production, distribution, and consumption” (p. 4). Using a 
predictive assessment model based on the analysis of United States Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) reports that track the production volume of foods for US consumption, an American 
horticultural company created an infographic that maps out the ingredients of favourite American 
foods to their likely places of production origin. Hamburgers, as it turns out, can be sourced 
entirely within the country (though they are most often not in fast-food chain restaurants), with 
beef patties coming from Texas, lettuce and tomatoes from California, mustard from Missouri, 
white onions from Idaho, cheddar cheese from Wisconsin, ketchup from Ohio tomatoes, and 
buns from Illinois wheat. Chocolate ice cream requires more international participation, with 
heavy cream and whole milk from California, semi-sweet chocolate produced in Pennsylvania, 
unsweetened cocao powder from the Ivory Coast, sugar from Florida, egg yolks from Texas, and 
vanilla from Indonesia. And enjoying a martini means relying entirely on outsourced ingredients: 
lemons from Mexico, vodka from Sweden, gin from England, olives from Spain, and vermouth 
from Italy (Wrywicz, 2017). While not intended to replace rigorous, more comprehensive 
commodity chain analysis, this food map achieves the task of effective visualizations that can 
launch more critical engagement with the topic of food sourcing, particularly in the context of 
environmental education.  
In “Mapping Foodscapes”, historian Peter Atkins (2005) notes that “[f]ifty years or so ago, 
geographers tended to see food habits as outcomes of regionalized ‘cultures’ that had evolved 
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over centuries” (p. 6), an approach that is sometimes referred to as  ‘superorganic’ cultural 
geography. Atkins feels that this type of food geography, which has a somewhat “static view of a 
society in which ‘typical’ foods and dietary regimes could be associated with localities and 
regions and therefore mapped”, contains the charm of nostalgia (p. 6). This ‘superorganic’ 
approach values “the deeply rooted traditions of rural communities that represent an antidote to 
the rapid and unsettling changes of urban-industrial modernity” (p. 6). Atkins continues to draw 
a line between the past and present: 
Even now, a vision of the correlation between locality and traditional products has 
resonance among those consumers who seek out food from high quality, possibly 
organic, small-scale, artisanal producers as an alternative to industrially intensive 
supermarket products that lack a geographical identity. (p. 6) 
 
An increasingly complex food system is fueling nostalgia for the perceived simpler foods of a 
simpler time, when tracking food sources was a relatively straightforward undertaking.  
Mapping food today reveals how dependent our current food system is on international 
trade policies (Godfray et al., 2010; O’Brien & Leichenko, 2000; Atkins & Bowler, 2001). The 
role of trade in managing food security is a vital one. The globalization of trade dominates the 
international market, and advocates believe the “globalization of the food system offers some 
local food producers access to larger markets, as well as to capital for investment” (Godfray et 
al., 2010, p. 813). As well, global trade can effectively balance the supply and demand across 
regions, as food production and population growth rates are not uniform.  
But there is a great deal of opposition to the globalization of agriculture. At the core of 
this opposition is the belief that unfettered, free markets inevitably benefit multinational 
corporations at the expense of smaller businesses and local culture (Allen & Wilson, 2008). And 
according to Wittman et al. (2010), globalization has done nothing to eradicate hunger and 
poverty. Arguably, it has exacerbated these problems: the contemporary model of globalization 
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produces accelerating inequalities, with developed countries having a near-constant advantage 
over developing nations. As poverty is one of the core causes of food insecurity, the question of 
how to harness the overall economic gains from trade to benefit those who are most likely to be 
experiencing a threat to their food security comes to the forefront of debate (WHO, 2014). The 
impact of globalization can be potentially severe, with risks to the economic, social, and 
ecological integrity of developing countries and impacts and risks due to dependency of 
developing countries on export, transgenics, biofuel, and monoculture crops, all of which are 
highly contentious issues (Altieri, 2018).  
For developing countries, the fact that the regulation of trade lies beyond their control is a 
major barrier to achieving food security (Menezes, 2001). Globalization is, by nature, 
homogenizing, and the one-size-fits-all globalized trade system does not take into account the 
specifics of individual regions (Rosset, 2008; Pimbert, 2017).  Under this generalizing model, it 
is inevitable that certain countries and regions will be privileged over others. Advocates of 
economic globalization argue that as the result of increased economic efficiency, everyone 
eventually benefits from falling trade barriers and liberalized investment policies. But critics of 
this system point out that many regions, sectors, or social groups may be disadvantaged in the 
process (O’Brien & Leichenko, 2000). Globalization is a function of capitalism, and as such is 
constrained by a singular focus: economic health.  Sociologist Philip McMichael (2005) asserts 
that because of this focus, the system cannot take into account the cultural, social and 
environmental realities that are affected by globalization, which renders “farmers everywhere 
vulnerable to dispossession as a precondition of the construction of a world agriculture” (p. 271). 
On a theoretical level, globalization works. But the reality of incorporating such a 
complex system on such an unwieldy scale has arguably created too great a divide between those 
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who are threatened by food insecurity and those for whom that threat is less tangible.  
Proponents of globalization and free trade maintain that farmers need unfettered access to 
international markets to feed the world (Southgate, 2011ß). Others argue that the globalization 
and industrialization of food is the cause of our current problem, and not the answer to it 
(Murphy, 2010). As Wittman et al. (2010) articulated, after ten years of experience with free 
trade in developing countries, there is no proof that the globalized, liberalized trade system is 
contributing to development in these countries. Most people, particularly young students, are 
unaware of the complexities of the globalized food system that provides the bulk of their daily 
food. And many are equally unaware of what a food system pre-globalization looked like. 
Exploring food narratives from the past can provide historical context for contemporary food 
systems.   
Food Culture  
The third point of focus in my discussion of agricultural issues centres on the concept of food 
culture, which is directly influenced by our current models of food production and food 
distribution.  Pollan (2006) argues that  
[a]s a relatively new nation drawn from many different immigrant populations, each with its 
own culture of food, Americans have never had a single, strong, stable culinary tradition to 
guide us. The lack of a steadying culture leaves us especially vulnerable to the blandishments 
of the food scientist and the marketer. (p. 5) 
 
These vulnerabilities have resulted in what Alice Waters calls a “schizophrenic food culture” (in 
Pollan, 2006, jacket review).  Bee Wilson (2019), in her book on contemporary food culture, 
echoes this assessment, saying the way we eat now is “erratic…a mash up (p. 193).  Without the 
steadying culture Pollan advocates for, consumers are susceptible to a dizzying array of food 
trends. New so-called superfoods are heralded weekly while other foods are vilified, only to see 
those foods shift categories months later. Concerns with our food supply and system seem to be 
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at the root of these trends.  With many people suffering from lifestyle-related illnesses, targeting 
certain foods as problematic is an attempt to create some order in the chaos of choice available to 
the modern eater. For those of us who can afford what is offered, we have an unprecedented 
freedom to choose from a wide range of world cuisines and packaged, processed foods; modern 
grocery stores in even moderately affluent towns and cities are full of items our grandparents 
would not have recognized. But this freedom has consequences. In their local food experiment, 
journalists Alisa Smith and J.B. MacKinnon (2009) attempted to eat food grown and produced 
within a 100-mile radius for one year. Just two or three generations ago, turning such a concept 
into a major journalistic project would have been unnecessary, as most people would have been 
eating this way already. And in other parts of the world, such as Provence or Thailand, regional 
cuisine comprises the typical diet. But as MacKinnon notes, the traditions holding up these 
cuisines are being threatened by the homogenizing spread of Western foods.  And with this 
influence comes a reduction in food literacy and the deskilling of consumers.  
 How we’re cooking – or not cooking – is at the heart of our shifting food culture.  The 
recipes and rituals of mealtimes have been replaced, or at least altered, by transitory recipes from 
the internet, by packaged foods and food delivery services, and by eating in front of screens. 
Family dinners around a table are no longer commonplace (Neumark-Sztainer, D. et al., 2013). 
And the domestic labour of cooking is being outsourced. From a feminist perspective, this shift 
has been integral in the pursuit of equal division of labour (Wilson, 2019). But from 
environmental and cultural perspectives, the consequences are more complex. Because food 
trends and marketing ploys have replaced traditional food knowledge passed on through families 
and cultures, consumers are being influenced rather than educated. The result is deskilled 
consumers who depend more on technology than on kitchen know-how for their daily meals 
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(Wilson, 2019; Jaffe & Gertler, 2006). A Google search of food delivery apps reveals a bounty 
of options for urban and suburban dwellers in America: Deliveroo, Grub Hub, Uber Eats, and 
many more. The convenience of this food trend is unquestionable.  But so is the environmental 
impact.  The plastic packaging for takeaway and delivered food is immense, as is the carbon 
footprint of deliveries (Wilson, 2019). A system that depends so heavily on fossil fuels cannot be 
sustainable.   
The present-day reliance on modern food – food that is processed, packaged, made by 
someone else, delivered – is symptomatic of the economic system we operate under. Treating 
food as commodity changes its value. Quantity, efficiency, and expedience are prioritized in this 
profit-driven capitalist model, at the cost of skillsets that are more appropriate to prewar models 
of production and consumption. Returning to former ways of food production and preparation 
can potentially rectify the food crisis our current system has created. But sustenance farming and 
cooking from scratch using local and traditional foods and methods are not aligned with the 
values that form the modern-day food culture (or lack thereof), nor are they accessible to 
everyone. These gaps in knowledge and the restraints of both socioeconomics and geography are 
fuelling the existing food system, and the consequences are myriad and far-reaching (Wilson, 
2019).  
How we eat determines the way we treat the environment. A system dictated by corporate 
interests cannot avoid its ecological failings, and Wendell Berry (1977) believes the 
“thoughtless” way we eat today comes down to a “crisis of culture” (p. 38). Arguably, we need a 
more defined food culture, one that provides the “steadying” reference point that Pollan 
promotes, and that draws from ecologically sound principles that consider both human and 
environmental health.  The common American dinner, which centres on animal protein (steak or 
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skinless, boneless chicken breast), is the closest thing we have to a recognizable meal prototype, 
and its “architecture…has shifted little throughout the years” (Barber, 2014, p. 12). Rather than a 
foundation upon which to build a stronger food culture, this way of eating relies too much on the 
unsustainable agricultural intensifications required to produce affordable meat to large 
populations. As a way of stepping away from the bland industrial food system, Barber promotes 
a farm-to-table model of production and consumption as one that mimics a more Paleolithic way 
of eating, where the ingredients that are available dictate the meal that will be eaten. We have 
grown accustomed to buying food from around the globe at all times of the year, and by 
sidestepping the limitations of local growing environments, our food culture has been built on 
desire and expectation.  But Barber sees “the constraints of local agriculture” as something to 
celebrate, and many others share this call for a cultural shift: 
Food is also about pleasure, about community, about family and spirituality, about our 
relationship to the natural world, and about expressing our identity.  As long as humans 
have been taking meals together, eating has been as much about culture as it has been 
about biology. (Pollan, 2008, p. 8) 
 
The food we eat has more than a purely biological, nutrition-based component; our cultures 
surrounding it should be inextricably grounded in our histories and the places we live. 
One of the barriers preventing the development of such a food culture is our system of access 
to food. In his comprehensive investigation of the modern North American food system, Raj 
Patel (2012) pinpoints the illusion of consumer choice as one of the dominant problems of the 
system. Corporate monopoly in agriculture governs how food is grown and distributed; the shift 
from small-scale agriculture and local grocery stores to industrial-scale monocrops and box 
stores are a reflection of this monopoly. In his investigation, Patel states that “[s]hopper’s 
freedom of choice was born in a cage” (p. 226).  The corporate interests behind consumer 
choices dictate what we eat: 
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Our choices are not entirely our own because, even in a supermarket, the menu is crafted 
not by our choices, nor the seasons, nor where we find ourselves, nor by the full range of 
apples available, nor by the full spectrum of available nutrition and tastes, but by the 
power of food corporations. (p. 10) 
 
This perceived shackling of consumer options within the food system is well documented, both 
academically and anecdotally. When I lived in Japan, my farmer neighbours grew rice and mixed 
vegetable crops, but I was not able to access these local crops easily, nor was anyone else in the 
village. The farmers were up at 4:00am every day to drive their produce to a distributor one hour 
away.  From there, the food was sent out to grocery stores in other parts of Japan. Our local store 
in Southern Japan carried produce from farms in Northern Japan, but not the food grown next 
door to us.  At the time, I knew little about food systems and assumed that this complex 
marketing was particular to Japan.  I now know otherwise.  One autumn after my return to 
Canada, I walked by an empty city lot that was overgrown with scruffy-looking vegetation. Near 
the edge of this lot was an apple tree heavily laden with ripe fruit.  And next door was a large 
chain grocery store, where customers were filling plastic bags with wax-coated apples from New 
Zealand. There were no apples from Vancouver Island available for sale in that store, or in most 
stores.  The food system is not designed to operate locally but rather on a multinational level.  
 These stories encapsulate the disconnect at the core of the modern food system. 
Contemporary food culture rarely operates on the notion of necessity; stores don’t stock local 
fruit because they don’t have to. One of the first tasks undertaken by early European settlers in 
Western Canada was to plant fruit trees on the land they worked (Stratton, 1991). If they did not 
plant the trees, they risked being food insecure. The marketing tactics of food corporations have 
persuaded consumers not only of the notion of unlimited choice and unending bounty, but they 
have also persuaded consumers that they needn’t participate in their food system in any capacity 
other than consumer. But this distance from our food is a recent phenomenon, and the attendant 
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problems caused by this detachment bear questioning: how did we get here? This question is 
paramount in the development of a critical food pedagogy.  
The Story/History of Agriculture:  
Being too far removed from the story of food – its histories and processes – creates 
cognitive dissonance between under-skilled consumers, denatured food, and environmental 
degradation. Understanding the cultural, and agricultural, shifts that have shaped our past and 
present is a starting point in countering the dominant narrative of food production and attempting 
to close the gaps. 
As argued by Ponting (2007), the transition to agriculture from hunting and gathering was 
gradual, taking place over thousands of years: “No radically new techniques or relations between 
humans and plants and animals emerged about 12,000 years ago. Human subsistence techniques 
had been evolving for hundreds of thousands of years, albeit slowly” (p. 39). Regarding the 
industrial food system as part of an evolutionary spectrum helps lessen the distance between the 
past and present, though such a perspective also normalizes this system. With continuing 
developments, challenges, and innovations, the agricultural transition is an ongoing process, as 
well as fundamentally problematic. Agriculture’s long history of logistical complexities has not 
changed much since the earliest days: in Mesopotamia, “[s]hort-term demands outweighed any 
considerations of the need for long-term stability and the maintenance of a sustainable 
agricultural system” (p. 70). Inevitably, the system collapsed, along with the civilization that had 
once flourished. The history of the Sumerian region “reinforces the point that all human 
interventions tend to degrade ecosystems and shows how easy it is to tip the balance towards 
destruction” (p. 71). The industrial food system has us on track to repeat this pattern. 
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Although the transition to agriculture was not abrupt, there have been relatively quick, 
major shifts in agricultural history. In early America, 9 out of 10 citizens were farmers.  By the 
1960s, that number had dropped to 1 in 10.  In 2018, just 2% of the total population identified as 
farmers (Shahbandeh, 2020). These population statistics are indicative of massive social and 
agricultural change, particularly in the post-War years. The social upheaval of the first World 
War, as well as the advent of the motor vehicle, changed the way people lived on the land, in 
both North America and Europe (Evans, 2013, p.18). Technological innovations and 
mechanization altered the type of farming that was possible. And with the chemical surplus 
created after WWII, fertilizers were manufactured for “the postwar agenda of quantity at all 
costs” (Wilson, 2019, p. 79). By the 1960s, plant-breeding programs ostensibly designed to 
improve crop viability and yield were changing the availability and success rates of crops for 
many farmers (though certainly not all) across the globe. This era, called the ‘Green Evolution’, 
eventually morphed into the ‘Gene Revolution’ (Atkins & Bowler, 2001) with its focus on the 
development of biotechnology, which I discuss at length in a later section. 
The current industrial model is a culmination of all these developments. Biotechnology 
continues to be developed (and debated), and the foods produced under this model appear 
progressively removed from their historical counterparts. The bread found in supermarkets is 
nearly a simulacrum of the bread grown a century ago, biologically and culturally: seed 
hybridization and mass production have altered the very fibre of the loaves we eat today (Pollan, 
2006). As well, food additives to preserve and flavor products continue to flood the market, a 
trend that began after WWII (Popkin & Nielsen, 2003). The processed and packaged foods that 
contain these additives, such as granola bars, potato chips, breakfast cereals, and frozen pizzas, 
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are recent additions to our food culture, and yet they comprise the cornerstone of the average 
North American diet (Wilson, 2019).   
Ways of growing, producing, and eating food have changed demonstrably over the 
decades, particularly in the past 60 years or so. The modernization of food is a (less-than-
desirable) interdisciplinary accomplishment driven by the marriage of science and economics. In 
this project, my treatment of and response to the past is not predicated on the assumption that the 
modern world is superior.  Nor do I intend to promote a glorified Arcadia: producing food at 
every level is labour-intensive, particularly for women (Wilson, 2019). The goal is to analyze the 
problems of our current food system and investigate what role literature from the past can play in 
creating solutions. My purpose is to uncover historically grounded ecological realities in this 
literature and examine their pedagogical value in contemporary approaches to understanding the 
complexities of our food system.  
The Colonization of Food 
In looking at pastoral literature that seems to idealize landscapes and agricultural 
processes from the past, there is a need to locate and reconcile the realities of colonial agriculture 
within the fictionalized versions. These texts are marked with absences, gaps where the stories of 
attempted erasure have been left out. In finding better ways to teach our histories and our crises, 
we need to tell the whole story, as uncomfortable and full of complexities as it may be. Part of 
the history of food that is often unacknowledged is the role of agriculture in colonization. The 
process of colonization by Western imperialist countries was achieved, in part, through religion 
and agriculture, by policy informally named ‘the bible and the plough’ (White, 1967). And so the 
history of agriculture is also one of loss and violence.  
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Socioeconomic conflict in Europe is, in part, one of the factors that contributed to 
colonial activity in the Americas, as “[s]ettler colonies were made possible because agricultural 
commercialization in Europe was driving smallholders off the land” (Patel, 2012, p. 89).  
Competing populations, an inadequate land base, and a competitive market system drove the 
necessity of colonization. But rather than adapt the European food-producing skillset to the 
conditions of the new landscapes and cultures they colonized, the settlers imposed their 
agricultural knowledge on unbroken soil. Barber (2014) notes that “colonial agriculture took root 
in the philosophy of extraction”, a characteristic that has not changed (p. 16).  And just as settler 
food culture was at odds with the landscape, it was also at odds with the existing and well-
established Indigenous food systems. Fields were ploughed and planted at enormous costs to the 
environment and to the peoples already living on the land.   
Colonization attempts to erase the stories that counter it. In this sense, agriculture 
functions as a palimpsest, a writing over of the land. As an expression of culture, agriculture is a 
language, a coded communication between the environment and the people working it. The 
terms for the farming methods and processes and the names of the crops represent the European 
countries where these codes evolved. Settlers rewrote the landscape of the so-called New World 
using this language in places that were already embedded with cultural codes, altering these 
existing codes in the process1. The power of food in shaping cultural identity made the 
imposition of agriculture an effective tool of colonization. Attempting to remove a peoples’ food 
culture destabilizes the culture as a whole. Many accounts from survivors of Canada’s residential 
school system share a common theme: a longing for traditional foods (Howard, 2014; Mosby & 
Galloway, 2017). The process of reconciliation is working to educate Canadians on the history 
 
1 Rob Nixon’s Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of the Poor provides a detailed discussion of how 
“vernacular landscapes” were replaced by “official” landscapes under colonialism. 
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and long-term impacts of colonization, as well as to promote the cultures that were effaced.  It is 
important to note that these food cultures and ways of eating were altered, but not erased. As a 
way of decolonizing food, Chef Sean Sherman heads a project that aims to revitalize Native 
American cuisine and promote Indigenous food cultures. Projects such as his illuminate the 
original languages and cultures written on the land. 
From a more general point of view, agriculture is an ongoing palimpsest. Older forms of 
agriculture have continuously been altered, particularly with the rise of industrial agriculture.  
Old ways and places are reshaped, replaced, mapped over with new language and methods 
(Evans, 2013).  My project aims to ask what the past can offer us, just as it seeks solutions to the 
environmental crisis.  In the next section, I look at types of agriculture and agricultural 
innovations that can potentially offer such solutions.  Some of these solutions use a science-
based approach that promotes technological advances, while others look to the past in promoting 
ecologically sound forms of agriculture. Colonial bureaucrat J. R. Anderson found, in his survey 
of BC agriculture in 1891, “a network of farms that resided somewhere between self-sufficient 
local production and commercial growing for a wider market. It was a farming culture that, to 
him, looked like the past, and to a person today might look something like the future” 
(MacKinnon, 2007, p. 96). Such a model could provide a more regenerative way of producing 
food. 
Alternatives to Globalized, Industrial Agriculture  
At the beginning of the chapter, I outlined some of the problems with our current 
industrial food system. The innumerable arguments that emphasize the dire environmental 
situation we are facing point to the need for serious consideration of best environmental practices 
(Altieri, 2018; Horrigan et al., 2002).  In terms of food security, sustainable agriculture is 
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proposed as a potential solution to the environmentally damaging methods of industrial 
agriculture.  Sustainable agriculture is based on ecological design (versus industrial, chemical 
agriculture which tends to compartmentalize issues), and is realized in various forms: organic 
agriculture, agroecology, permaculture, to name a few.  The profit-driven economic frame of 
industrial agriculture may appear to make more sense from a financial perspective compared to 
the relatively labour-intensive practices and focus on long-term investment of sustainable forms 
of agriculture, but with food security issues looming, the costs must be reassessed.   
Essentially, sustainable forms of agriculture are a reaction and a resistance to the 
dominant industrial food model. As Raj Patel (2012) notes, industrial agriculture depends on 
reliable water, cheap fossil fuel, and predictable weather patterns to thrive, all of which are 
becoming increasingly difficult to secure. Sustainable agriculture, with its multisystem 
considerations, has more resilience and adaptive capacity (Berardi et al., 2011; Scott et al., 
2015). One of the most promising forms of sustainable agriculture operates under the title of 
regenerative agriculture, and focuses on building up soil, fostering plant diversity, and 
integrating livestock on the land to achieve its goals of increasing “soil quality and biodiversity 
in farmland while producing nourishing farm products profitably” (LaCanne & Lundgren, 2018, 
p. 1). The surge in regenerative farming is due in part to an ecological scope that includes 
economic concerns. So often in our modernized systems, human comfort and satiety are at odds 
with healthy ecosystems. The industrialized food system works against models found in nature; it 
focuses on monoculture, mass production, and resource depletion. It is detached from ecology, 
and makes food a commodity rather than part of a whole system (Pollan, 2006; Lappé & Lappé, 
2002). As sustainable agriculture “is rooted in the metaphor of ecology, stressing coevolution 
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with, not domination of, nature” (Orr, 1992, p. 171), the interdisciplinary implications of this 
metaphor support both the literary and environmental tenets of my study.  
But organic farming is not without its detractors, who cite the elitism embedded in the 
movement, as well as the general devastation to ecosystems that occurs in all systems of 
agriculture, however relative (Guthman, 2014; Federoff et al., 2010; Manning, 2004; 
McWilliams, 2009). And some researchers feel that “organic agriculture does not appear to have 
the potential for mass production of the amount of calories needed to feed humanity…[and that] 
the “development of organic agriculture may…contribute to food safety but does not help to 
cope with food security” (Carlvalho, 2006, p. 2). Feeding the world on equitable and sustainable 
terms has the appearance of an insurmountable task.  
Genetic Engineering  
A potential solution in addressing the food crisis is agricultural biotechnology, namely 
genetic engineering. Although this technology predates the farm literature that I analyse in my 
project, it is a cornerstone of the food security debate, and as such, warrants some attention. It 
also provides the counterpoint to nostalgic farm literature: the complex technologies changing 
our environments and the ways we live are triggering nostalgia for pre-industrial foods and 
places.  
Increasing crop yield without degrading the environment is a central goal in achieving 
food security. Genetic engineering can potentially play a major role in addressing food security 
issues by increasing yield in a sustainable way, and by addressing some of the biological and 
environmental processes that pose a threat to food security, such as climate change (Ortiz, 2008). 
Plant diseases, pathogens and pests can also adversely affect food security. While selective 
breeding for desirable traits has happened for centuries, genomes are now being manipulated to 
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achieve faster, more specific results, with traits from different organisms being directly injected 
into seed stock. Genetic engineering produces genetically modified seeds, which in turn become 
genetically modified crops, also called transgenic crops. Potentially, the genetic modification of 
seeds could create crops that are designed to produce higher edible yields per plant, as well as 
greater nutrition (Qaim, 2010). As well, genetic engineering has the capacity to create stacked 
traits in crops, meaning a GM crop could hold more than one component of modification, such as 
herbicide tolerance and insect resistance (ISAAA, 2011). Advocates of genetic engineering also 
point to the fact that it can be a tool that promises to reduce hunger by closing the yield gap, 
defined as the difference between how much food a region can theoretically produce and how 
much it actually does, by increasing the genetic capacity of plants to produce (Fraser, 2020). 
Another vital area of research is in increasing the storage capacity of crops, which would 
lengthen market viability.  But arguably the most important developments are with crops that are 
resilient in a variety of harsh climates: we need crops that are able to thrive in hotter, drier, 
colder, wetter, and saltier conditions.  In this context, stacked traits would be especially 
desirable. 
Many of the benefits of genetically modified crops are still theoretical or hypothetical, or 
in development. Over 20 years of research have gone into developing a strain of rice with high 
levels of vitamin A (Golden Rice) to benefit countries where childhood malnutrition is an issue.  
But despite the significant resources spent on this project, Golden Rice is not available for 
consumption (Hillbeck & Herren, 2016). However, crops with a tolerance to broad-spectrum 
herbicide are in use, which means less tillage, erosion, compaction, and fewer carbon emissions. 
Also, crops with a resistance to chewing insects have been developed, which means less 
insecticide and pesticide (and less chemical exposure for farmers and the environment); and as 
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less money needs to be spent on insecticides, these crops can benefit farmers economically. And 
lastly, because biotechnology appears to work well with other sustainable practices, small-mid 
scale farmers in South Africa and India are poised to benefit because they already manage 
agricultural land more intensively (Qaim, 2010).  
Potential Problems 
Considering the need for solutions to the food security issue, and the potential of genetic 
engineering to meet this need, it is logical to assume that the central purpose of genetic 
engineering is to address food security. But some critics question whether the issue is garnering 
the research investment it requires from the field of agricultural biotechnology. Corporate 
participation in the development of this technology is arguably skewing the direction of research 
initiatives and potentially creating conflicts of interest. The World Health Organization states 
that the “GM crops currently on the market are mainly aimed at an increased level of crop 
protection through the introduction of resistance against plant diseases caused by insects or 
viruses or through increased tolerance towards herbicides” (2014). Many genetically modified 
crops are designed for use with agrochemicals; glyphosate (trade name RoundUp), is produced 
by the same company that produces the GM herbicide resistant plants (Sharpe, 1999). Not only 
does Monsanto produce the herbicide, but they also hold the patent on the seed technology, and 
require that farmers carry licences for the company’s products; as well, genetically modified 
Monsanto seed is designed in such a way that it cannot be saved and must be purchased every 
growing season.  In her address at a biotechnology conference in 2001, Louise Fresco (2001) of 
the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations questioned whether developing 
countries would be able to afford the technology, particularly considering the rising costs of 
regulation that surround the implementation of genetically engineered crops.  
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Aside from excessive industry control, the current system under which genetic engineering 
operates is also criticized for its lack of independent research (Raney & Pingali, 2007). Only a 
handful of companies - Monsanto (recently renamed under the Bayer merger), Novartis, DuPont, 
Syngenta, Dow Chemical - hold the majority of GM seed patents and therefore most of the 
profits (Lappé et al., 1998). As well, these companies heavily fund many pro-GM studies, a fact 
which raises ethical issues of vested interest. The science behind genetic engineering is being 
increasingly proven as a viable tool for increasing food security, but the question at the root of 
the opposition and concern is, how is that science going to be wielded, and by whom?  The shifts 
in power and struggles between regions and nations that could potentially occur during the 
development and implementation stage of genetic engineering are as concerning as the yet 
unknown long-term environmental impacts of genetic engineering. Conflicting research furthers 
the confusion that surrounds genetic engineering. Monsanto claims RoundUp is safe, but twenty-
one scientists counter that claim in an article published in Environmental Health Sciences (Hunt 
et al., 2012). 
The experimental nature of genetically engineered products classifies them as intellectual 
property. Essentially, countries with strong agricultural research programs and strong corporate 
representation stand to benefit the most; historically these have been developed countries.  For 
genetic engineering to be widely embraced, it must be used as a tool to alleviate poverty and 
conserve the environment, and not just for corporate gain.  And in order to be deemed successful 
as a solution to food insecurity, biotechnology must benefit sustainable, small-farm agriculture in 
developing countries (Fukuda-Parr & Orr, 2012; Serageldin, 1999). In economic terms, increased 
income through higher yields can only happen if the existing market infrastructures can support 
and absorb the growth.  Poverty and lack of infrastructure in developing countries, as well as 
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major institutional challenges in researching, producing, and marketing biotechnology, all act as 
barriers to the implementation of genetic engineering as a potential means of increasing food 
security. Arguably, it is not for technological or environmental reasons that genetic engineering 
may ultimately fail as a solution, but for political and economic decisions (Raney & Pingali, 
2007). 
Opposition towards genetic engineering is not always fact-based but rather the result of 
fear mongering and media misrepresentation, but that does not negate the fact that there are a 
number of actual and existing problems with biotechnology that are largely the result of 
inadequate research and impact studies, and the newness of the technology. GE is entering its 
twenty-fifth year in the agricultural world, but many feel this is not enough time in which to 
satisfactorily determine the impact genetic engineering will have on both targeted and untargeted 
species. The potential for unexpected or unintended consequences cannot be ignored. An 
example of such a consequence that has already come to pass is insect and weed adaptation, 
where ‘superweeds’ and ‘superbugs’ have developed resistance to herbicides and insecticides in 
a comparatively short period of time. Whether or not risks associated with the technology 
outweigh the potential benefits is still to be determined. 
If climate change predictions come to pass, as well as population projections, we will 
need to implement new approaches to sustainability. Biotech holds enormous potential, 
especially in terms of projected environmental shifts and the anticipated needs of a growing 
population who are working with finite resources.  But what stands out in the literature 
surrounding genetic engineering and food security is how many questions still remain to be 
answered (Whitman, 2000; Ferber, 1999).  So far, genetic engineering has not been proved to be 
essential; it is just one possible solution to a complex problem. Arguably, overreliance on 
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technologies has created the crisis; as such, looking entirely to technology for solutions may not 
be prudent. Ensuring that we avoid creating problems to begin with should be a priority (Berry, 
1981; Patel, 2012).  
Food Sovereignty 
Attempting to wrest power away from corporations is the goal of food sovereignty, a 
movement that “evolved from the experience of farmers who were most immediately affected by 
changes in national and international agricultural policy introduced throughout the 1980s and 
early 1990s” (Wittman et al, 2010). Food sovereignty aims to transform dominant forces, and its 
agenda centres on the democratization of food systems (ibid). It addresses the ability of 
communities and regions to control their food systems, including markets, modes of production, 
and natural resources (Rosset, 2008; Menezes, 2001). The arguments for food sovereignty focus 
on small farmers as the key to regional food security (Altieri, 2009). And as many, if not all, of 
the narratives I investigate centre on small family farms, local food initiatives bear consideration 
in my study.  
Embedded in the definition of food sovereignty is a focus on local and community-based 
food systems. A major aspect of food sovereignty lies in developing community food security, 
and it is described as “an integrative approach that combines community food planning, direct 
marketing, community gardening and urban food production, strengthening food assistance, 
farmland protection, food retail strategies, community and economic development” (Fisher & 
Gottlieb, 1996). Food sovereignty seeks to shift the focus from food as a commodity to food as a 
public good, placed in a local, community-based context. There are some proponents of food 
sovereignty who believe that local systems such as farm markets and community-supported 
agriculture (CSA) are integral to achieving food security (Rosset, 2008; Allen & Wilson, 2008; 
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Menezes, 2001), and these supporters seek to privilege locally based systems over international 
trade.  
As Menezes (2001) points out, “food sovereignty is not sufficient to guarantee food 
security, although it is acknowledged as a vital component” (p. 33).  And as with globalization, 
food sovereignty as a theoretical solution to food security makes a certain amount of sense, but 
may not be compatible with the current model of international trade (Rosset, 2008; Allen & 
Wilson, 2008). The need for reform in both systems has been identified, but specific strategies 
remain in development, or as ideals/ideas. As Gregory et al. (2005) discuss in their paper on 
climate change and food security, the capacity to adapt food systems to reduce their vulnerability 
to climate change is not uniform because of “the multiple socio-economic and bio-physical 
factors affecting food systems and hence food security” (sec. 1). The current one-size fits all 
system creates inequality, where benefits are only accessible to a portion of the producers 
(Guthman, 2014; Rosset, 2008). But because low-income people are perennially at risk, some 
critics have questioned “whether farm and food security are compatible goals, given that the 
need for cheap food seems at odds with the need for favourable farm incomes” (Guthman et al., 
p. 663). And in environmental terms, often when farmers make advances in food sovereignty, it 
is at enormous costs to local environments (Suppan, 2008). 
Moving Forward 
Given the complexities of food security issues, it is not surprising that finding solutions to the 
problems is equally challenging; extreme problems are born of extreme systems (Elton, 2010). 
For all the debate around solutions, one thing is certain: the industrial model of agriculture is 
outdated: “Fixtures of agribusiness such as five-thousand-acre grain monocultures and bloated 
animal feedlots are no more the future of farming than eighteenth-century factories billowing 
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black smoke are the future of manufacturing” (Barber, 2014, p. 9). Barber proposes a “radical 
paradigm shift” to our systems of agriculture and food cultures (p. 15), and the diets advocated in 
The 100 Mile Diet and Locavore mirror the concept of a revisioned food system that mimics the 
agriculture found in many of the old-fashioned narratives I examine in this project. Others argue 
there is no “magic bullet” solution to our food crisis (McPherson, 2008). An effective balance of 
local and global solutions may provide the practical middle ground necessary for a thriving 
modern agriculture, and merging aspects of different systems may hold the key (MacRae, 2016). 
Some experts believe organic and genetic engineering can coexist, as Pamela Ronald (2017) 
advocates. Integrating genetically modified seed into ecologically based farming systems has the 
potential to create an optimized model for managing food security, as does diversification of 
farm systems (Kremen et al., 2012). The most promising solutions may be found in marrying the 
type of agriculture that is reflected in many food narratives from the past with new trends in 
sustainable and regenerative agriculture.  
Parsing the Problem: Mapping the Rhetoric of Our Food Systems 
Part of my work with this project is to critically analyse the prevailing stories of food we tell 
in our culture to determine which stories best reflect the reality of our world and which reflect a 
vision of the world we desire, and to evaluate their ability to offer us solutions to contemporary 
environmental problems. As the literary components of this project are grounded in 
environmental and food studies, critical analysis must also extend to these fields. Part of the 
difficulty in finding solutions through merging aspects of existing forms of agriculture is due to 
the inherent dualisms within the food system. Lévi-Strauss (2012) notes that the language of 
culinary culture comprises a “system of opposition” between boiling and roasting, rotting and 
rawness (p. 59). Such oppositions are also embedded in agriculture; polarized rhetoric is the 
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trademark of agricultural debates. Often, the divides fall between producers and consumers, 
between rural and urban, developed and developing, organic and industrial, local and global, and 
between those who suffer the consequences of overabundance and those who are starving.  
Dichotomies can be useful for establishing parameters, but they can also work to 
maintain or further the divisions. More nuanced ways of understanding seemingly discordant 
ideologies are needed to explore the middle ground that lies between them. As my project looks 
at some of the potential problems in conveying environmental issues through the language of 
crisis, parsing the fundamentally fraught language of food security issues is a necessary start 
point. Food discourse is an emerging theme in food studies (Bowler & Atkins, 2001), and is a 
fruitful approach in analyzing food production and consumption trends. As articulated by Greg 
Garrard (2004), the figurative language and recurring motifs in environmental literature are 
“closely related to their wider social context” (p. 8).  The language used to portray the trends and 
issues of the contemporary food system exposes the apprehensions and values held by the larger 
culture through the simplifying lens of dichotomy.   
Many of these divisions within our food culture take root in “the creation myths of food” 
engendered by notions of pastoral bliss (Patel, 2012, p. 14). Defined as a form of escape 
literature, pastoral promotes a bucolic, sun-drenched idea of growing food (Drabble & Stringer, 
1987, p. 427). Such notions fuel the longstanding divides between rural food-producing cultures 
and environments and the urban places where the food is sold and consumed.  In her concise 
exploration of the roots of traditional pastoral in the golden ages of Greek culture to the distinct 
applications in American and British cultures, Chang (2012) finds that “wherever positive 
portrayals of country living surface, pastoral has become a flabby descriptor connoting any kind 
of idyllic, temporally removed way of life, rural in nature and ostensibly full of simpler 
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pleasures” (p. 238).  But the power of pastoral symbolism is not immune to complexity, as Marx 
(1964) notes in his analysis of the use of pastoral settings to sell items such as cigarettes, beer, 
and automobiles: “The pastoral ideal has been incorporated in a powerful metaphor of 
contradiction” (Marx, p.6). The application of pastoral imagery for commercial purposes 
exemplifies not only the inherent disconnect at the heart of the dominant capitalist economic 
model but also the tensions between rural production and urban consumption.  
The counternarrative to pastoral idealism is often framed as one of warfare.  As Nicholson 
(2004) notes, 
The Fall [of Man] is signaled by the start of a struggle for food; the sentence laid on Adam to 
toil by the sweat of his brow marks the constitution of food as coercion, not just the coercion 
of humans but coercion by humans – of earth, its creatures, and subtextually of other humans. 
(p. 199) 
 
In tracing the influence of Christianity on the development of Western culture, Lynn White Jr. 
(1967) recognizes that with the advent of agriculture came the transition of humans from being 
part of nature to being exploiters of it. Emerson, though he is considered an environmental 
writer, describes farming in automated terms: he sees the farm “as a kind of machine and the 
farmer’s relationship with it as mechanistic” (7: 144). In a similar vein, Schama (1995) 
characterizes farming as “ecological war”, a position substantiated in this scene from Farmer 
Boy, one of the agrarian texts central to my analysis, where the young farmer Almanzo is framed 
as “a little soldier in this great battle”: 
The life of the earth comes up with a rush in the springtime, All the wild seeds of weed 
and thistle, the sprouts of vine and bush and tree, are trying to take the fields. Farmers 
must fight them with harrow and plow and hoe; they must plant the good seeds quickly. 
(Wilder, p. 124) 
 
In this framework, cultivator is synonymous with destroyer (Schama, 1996). Ploughing breaks 
and attacks the land; harnessing animals and natural systems operates on domination. The 
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bellicosity of these agricultural positions is indicative of the fundamental tensions of food 
production. Constructing an ethic of cultivation is often at odds with a culture of domination 
within our modern agricultural systems (Collins, 2012, p. 53). This bent toward supremacy is 
evident in the names of agro-chemicals sold to farmers: Avenge, Fortress, Sharpshooter (Wiebe, 
2012). For a mode of culture that centres on growth and living systems, and that is rooted in the 
idealism of pastoral, the language of battle is curiously central to agriculture.  
Such divisive rhetoric also marks the economics of agriculture. The environmental 
problems that arise in food production are not conveyed in terms of degradation from an 
economist’s point of view, but are merely the “detritus of progress” (Wilson, 2002, p. 24). Such 
a perspective normalizes ecosystem damage as acceptable and inevitable. And with the emphasis 
on profit and productivity rather than stewardship and sustainability under the agribusiness 
model, “[t]he farmer does not prosper to become a better farmer, but to become a bigger 
spender” (Berry, 1977, p. 35). In the past, the skillsets of a successful farmer would have centred 
on vast working knowledge of the interplay between multiple environmental systems. These 
skillsets are rendered obsolete in the industrial model. As the end goal of industrial agriculture is 
optimal profit, purchasing and utilizing chemical inputs, machinery, and other technologies are 
required by the farmers contracted under this corporate model. In an industrial system so driven 
by economics, farmers must become capitalists rather than conservationists (Barber, 2014), 
designations that are generally regarded as incompatible. 
Contemporary agriculture is bifurcated into two extremes: Big and Small farming 
(McMurry, 2012; Elton, 2010).  Big Ag, the informal term for industrial agriculture, operates on 
economies of scale, global production and distribution networks, technological innovations, 
massive capital investments, monocropping, and petroleum-based fertilizers. Small Ag, the 
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industry term for sustainable forms of farming, functions on opposing methods and values: 
economies based on local and community-based supply and demand, intensive labour and land-
management practices such as integrated pest management and building soil health, and 
permaculture principles such as cover cropping and crop rotation (McMurry, 2012). The 
enduring David and Goliath narrative is often applied to these divergent forms of agriculture, 
with big agribusiness as the bullying villain, and small farms as the underdog hero (Rampton, 
1995; Riefe, 2017; Brodie, 2014). But the broad application of this story is inaccurate, or at least 
convoluted: these types of farming are not as disconnected as they may seem. And in this case, 
the connection is problematic. Small farms are often still family farms.  But these farms rarely 
survive without an external source of income. Those that are ostensibly more profitable sacrifice 
their independence to big industry, where the farmers are under contract to produce for large 
agribusiness corporations (Elton, 2010). As one farmer notes, “This isn’t the kind of farming you 
write poetry or paint pictures about” (p. 26).  
In Letters to a Young Farmer, Amigo Bob Cantisano (Hodgkins, 2017), a key figure in 
sustainable agriculture, cautions against the ‘us vs. them’ rhetoric that comes from ‘small-is-
good-and-large-is bad’ or ‘organic-is-good-and-chemical-is-bad’ doctrine (p. 25). As a means of 
bridging the ideological divides, he speaks of the need for creating allies, not adversaries, in our 
quest for a more ecologically sound and socially just food system. In an attempt to reposition 
industry players, Oxfam published a “Briefing for Business” paper titled, “Think Big, Go 
Small”, in which the nonprofit organization encourages large companies to source from small 
agricultural producers in an attempt to equalize industry profits. But as McMurry (2012) argues 
in his analysis of the rhetoric used in the paper, the proposal conforms to “Big Farming master 
discourse” by suggesting that “linking Big [Ag] to Small benefits Big largely on the grounds of 
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ethos by mobilizing consumers’ fantasies of sustainable local farming, not to mention their 
sympathy for rural poverty” (p. 557). Big Ag does not need small farmers, but the appearance of 
mutually benefiting participants reads persuasively, at least on the surface.   
The rhetorical and philosophical divides in agriculture are only part of the story: the 
marketing of food has its own contentious system of rhetoric. The story of food is largely 
authored by advertisers in today’s world. Pollan (2006) traces this phenomenon, which he labels 
“Supermarket Pastoral”, in his discussion of the organic food industry. He pinpoints the success 
of this “seductive literary form” on the fact that because there is so little information provided to 
customers in the industrial food economy beyond pricing, and because people have a desire for 
safe food in this era of uncertainty, the labeling provided by organic growers and sellers 
“conjures up a rich narrative, even if it is the consumer who fills in most of the details” (p. 137).  
The pastoral ideal of healthy food, happy farmers, and whole ecosystems is embodied by the 
word ‘organic’. The realities behind this term are, of course, not that simple.  
The egg industry epitomizes these complexities.  In an article meant to arm shoppers with 
the knowledge necessary to parse the egg aisle, Ellie Krieger (2015) outlines the language of the 
egg industry: ‘free-range’ and ‘pasture-raised’ eggs mean that the chickens have spent some of 
their lives out of doors. But a carton proclaiming the chickens are given ‘vegetarian-feed’ means 
the chickens are likely caged, as their outdoor foraging instincts gives them access to insects, 
grubs, and worms. ‘Cage-free’ generally means the chickens are able to roam the barns they are 
housed in but not the outdoors, and ‘organic’ means they are given organic feed and are uncaged 
(again, likely indoors). Where the language begins to shift into mendacious territory is with 
‘hormone-free’ and ‘antibiotic-free’. As Krieger notes, hormones and antibiotics are not used in 
the egg industry, which means the labeling is as necessary as a gluten-free sticker on a bottle of 
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water. It isn’t dishonest, but it is deliberately misleading.  And it paves the way for essentially 
meaningless terms such as ‘farm-fresh’ and ‘all-natural’ to operate on the power of suggestion.  
The power of language to persuade (or mislead) consumers is also at the core of the 
debates around what constitutes healthy eating. With highly processed canned foods with high 
sugar and sodium content being labeled as ‘all-natural’ and television commercials professing 
the ‘goodness’ of highly processed, high-sugar breakfast cereals, consumer confusion seems 
inevitable.  A recent study in the Lancet mapping dietary quality found that globally, people are 
consuming higher amounts of healthier food, but concurrently, rates of ‘junk food’ consumption 
have skyrocketed (Imamura et al, 2015).  While misleading language in the food industry is only 
part of the explanation behind this phenomenon, its impact on consumers is noteworthy, as this 
rhetoric has furthered the dichotomy between ‘junk food’ and ‘organic food’ (Guthman, 2013).  
This problematic labeling of food as good and bad has sparked an era of food trends whose basis 
is often little more than conjecture but whose language is defined in attractive terms: clean eating 
and superfoods are hallmarks of the wellness industry, though the parameters for these 
designations are mercurial. And more significantly, Guthman traces the diametric positioning of 
junk food and organic food to issues of class and gentrification. Organic food is often framed in 
terms of ethical eating: Fair Trade, vegan, farm-to-table, and Slow Food are ‘good’, but also only 
accessible to consumers with means. The implications of aligning more desirable ways of eating 
with class are, as Guthman indicates, problematic. 
Navigating the convoluted language of the food industry requires a commitment to 
ongoing critical analysis, a task for which the average consumer has neither the training nor the 
time.  The deep ideological and philosophical divides that fuel the divisive rhetoric are proving 
difficult to bridge, as the ongoing discussion around genetically modified foods illustrates. For 
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every article that claims the safety of GM food, there are numerous, and often vehement, 
detractors, and vice versa. One of the most persuasive metaphors used in the debate centres on 
Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein.  Widely applied in cautionary terms (and largely in non-academic 
publications), the ‘Frankenstein’ label attached to GM foods is meant to signify the dangers of 
meddling with nature. Because the metaphor works on an emotional level, such terminology 
fuels the distrust of genetically modified foods. But sociologist Bruno Latour (2011) feels the 
metaphor is being misapplied. The real caution in the story comes not from meddling with 
nature, nor even in neglecting what is produced, as Shelley’s scientist does, but from the angry 
mob who blindly drive Frankenstein’s monster into exile when they discover his presence but 
fail to understand his motivations. Reactionary stances rooted in emotion rather than evidence 
enhance fear and obstruct knowledge.  
Some argue that science is a discipline that operates solely on fact. But as Emily Martin 
(1996) artfully reveals in “The Egg and the Sperm: How Science Has Constructed a Romance 
Based on Stereotypical Male-Female Roles”, science is not immune to metaphor. Repeatedly, 
she unpacks the metaphorical content of scientific papers in which the language used to describe 
the subjects and their actions casts the egg as the passive damsel waiting to be rescued by the 
active, virile hero (sperm). In her examination of how culture shapes the way biological scientists 
describe their discoveries, she uncovers how language is used to reinforce negative connotations 
and stereotypes regarding gender. Martin believes that “[w]aking up such metaphors, by 
becoming aware of when we are projecting cultural imagery onto what we study, will improve 
our ability to investigate and understand nature” (p. 332). The way we convey the terms of our 
environmental crises and food security issues matters. Heise (2008) argues that more attention 
must be given “to the role that particular metphors, narrative patterns, or visual 
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representations…play in the formation of risk judgements” (p. 137). Writers and food activists 
such as Michael Pollan and Frances Moore Lappe, and environmental educators such as David 
Orr, all emphasize the role of language and representation in shaping values. Orr (1992) writes 
that a 
genuinely sustainable agriculture will rest on two foundations, the first of which has to do 
with getting the metaphor right. Conventional agribusiness is not sustainable in the long 
run because it represents a misapplication of simplistic industrial metaphors, techniques, 
and expectations to complex biological and rural social systems. (p. 171)  
 
As a central ecocritical question, Glotfelty (1996) asks, “How do our metaphors of the land 
influence the way we treat it?” (p. xix). In the Western world, our metaphors of dominance 
reduce the environment to backdrop or to resources for exploitation. We need “a radically new 
symbolic mode for relating [to nature]” (Kolodny, 1996, p. 178). Barber (2014) suggests that to 
improve the way we live upon the land, we need “to learn the language of soil” (p. 57). Parsing 
the rhetoric we apply to the natural world is key in coming to terms with realities we face, just as 
developing new metaphors and language is vital in shifting perspectives. Calling animals ‘farm 
crops’ and trees ‘timber’ distances us from the realities of our consumption, and reveals that 
“[v]ocabularies are never neutral” (Callenbach, 2008, p. 163). The challenge with young 
learners, then, is to avoid sidestepping the issues without overburdening them with fear-based or 
falsifying terms.  
The rhetoric of apocalypse and crisis is at the forefront of much environmental writing 
(Garrard, 2005, p. 95). Rachel Carson’s earliest warnings about pollution in the 1960s have 
become headlines heralding the coming climate genocide (Alvarez, 2016; Wallace-Wells, 2018). 
And embedded in this writing is the language of loss, which leads to elegy and idealization 
(Garrard, 2004, p. 37). Arguably, the preservationist tendencies of elegy promote stasis, and echo 
the numbing quality of grief. If we are to find solutions, to find our way forward, we must be 
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mobilized. The function of rhetoric is not just to persuade, but to motivate. Finding ways to 
harness language as a motivating force can help us reposition ourselves for a different future.   
Uncovering the Hidden Stories  
Finding ways to become more fluent in reading the stories of food – from contemporary 
issues to past idealizations - is one of the central tasks of this project. But not all of the stories of 
food are presented in a straightforward way, and a theme emerged in my reading: the obfuscating 
or hiding of details, truths, and information.  One such problem is the fictions told in the food 
industry: writing about the level of dishonest marketing in Tampa Bay restaurants, where fish 
can be labeled and sold as ‘fresh’ and ‘local’ but in reality have been harvested across the 
country and frozen en route, critic Laura Reiley discovered that “just about everyone tells tales. 
Sometimes they are whoppers, sometimes they are fibs borne of negligence or ignorance, and 
sometimes they are nearly harmless omissions or ‘greenwashing’” (2016). No matter the degree 
of duplicity, these fictions are undermining genuine efforts toward a more sustainable food 
culture. 
The title of Raj Patel’s (2012) book on the inequities of the modern food system speaks 
volumes: Stuffed and starved: the hidden battle for the world food system (emphasis mine). 
Inside, he outlines how “the way we eat today is the result of forces that are hidden from us” (p. 
261). The stories we don’t hear as often or as readily as we should deal with the effects of 
urbanization on farmers aging out of the agricultural system. Young people are choosing not to 
farm for myriad reasons, one of which is a devaluing of rural lives and living. As articulated by 
McMurry (2012), “farming [is] absolutely essential to our Modernity yet largely invisible, with 
the farmer as…indispensable…yet effectively disposable” (p. 555). The effects of this 
inappreciable standing breed not only dismissive attitudes toward farm culture and labour, but 
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also the tragic, and tragically underreported, story of farmer suicide (Patel, 2012; Basu, 2016). 
We care less about that which we cannot see.  
The shrouded nature of our food system is multifarious, and “the implications of an industrial 
diet, and all of the processes that create it, are as obscured as those of industrial agriculture 
(Wever, 2015, p. 17). Hudson and Hudson (2003) articulate that “[a]s consumer culture adds 
additional layers of meaning on to commodities and the physical distance between production 
and consumption is increased, the veil that shrouds both social and environmental conditions has 
become all the more impenetrable” (p. 427). Belasco (1999) suggests that the deliberate 
“corporate mystification” of the food industry has distanced us from both nature and tradition, 
and worked “to obscure and mystify the links between the farm and the dinner table” (p. 29). The 
power of language in shaping consumer perception is endlessly utilized, as revealed by the 
number of names given to sugar (there are at least 60) (Patel, 2012; Pollan; 2006). This variety 
has one purpose: to mislead the customer. One way of tackling this deliberate corporate deceit is, 
of course, to educate ourselves, and again, to become fluent in parsing the stories we are being 
fed. Jennifer Sumner (2008) advocates for a critical food pedagogy that 
asks probing questions about the dominant industrial system of food production, and in 
asking those questions and seeking the answers, unveils the hidden processes, systems, and 
power that are necessary to perpetuate the paradigm of industrial food: Who grows our food? 
Where did it come from? How was it grown? How did its production impact ecosystems and 
people? Who controls access to knowledge about the global food system? (p. 37)  
 
Such questions will help lift the veil on the hidden and troublesome aspects of our food system. 
But we also need to question our current modes of education. The ‘hidden curriculum’ in schools 
involves practices that reinforce and legitimize unsustainable systems of consumption and 
production (Everett, 2008). The effects of ‘hidden curriculum’ in schools reveal the power of 
subconscious learning, where not just ‘knowledge’ but also norms and values are transmitted, 
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however unintentionally: “the soda machine in the hallway outside the classroom where nutrition 
is being taught is hidden curriculum” (Callenbach, 2005, p. 42). Though a formal food 
curriculum may work toward the goal of imparting ethical and sustainable knowledge of food 
systems, the presence of corporate foods in the school often clashes with prescribed curriculum. 
The cognitive dissonance created by this clash is further emphasized by food advertising.  
The task of this project is to apply an investigative approach to the work of uncovering 
the hidden parts of the story of food.  It also considers the work of historians in looking at stories 
from the past as a means of bringing to light the details of our lives that are fundamental to our 
survival but that are least understood. A package of bread on a grocery store shelf contains a 
narrative that has been normalized and accepted, but one that is not often fully told nor whose 
history is fully comprehended, and one that has changed significantly over the centuries. 
Demystifying the process of how food gets from seed to store to stomach – and the ways this 
process has changed over the centuries - is integral in fostering food literacy and encouraging 
environmentally responsible consumer behaviour. Wendell Berry (1998) writes of “the industrial 
eater…who does not know that eating is an agricultural act, who no longer knows or imagines 
the connections between eating and the land, and who is therefore necessarily passive and 
uncritical” (p. 126). Curriculum must respond to this passivity and lack of knowledge. Learning 
the facts of the modern industrial food system is vital to developing food literacy, but it can be an 
overwhelming process. In the next chapter, I look at the potential of nostalgic farm narratives to 
provide an effective (and affective) counternarrative approach.  
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CHAPTER THREE - The Food in stories: Farms, food, and children’s literature 
“Stories are geography” – Rebecca Solnit 
“The past is a foreign country…” L.P. Hartley 
The previous chapter provided the necessary context for a literary investigation of food 
counternarratives by establishing the issues of industrial farming. In this chapter, I apply 
ecocritical analysis to nostalgic food narratives written for children. Though there is more 
research available on farm literature written for adults, I chose to use children’s literature in my 
study for the same reason I have always been drawn to children’s literature: child protagonists in 
these stories are generally engaged with puzzling out the world and finding their place within it. 
And as many children’s stories are intended to both ‘delight and instruct’, the pedagogy I seek is 
embedded in most. I use North America as my geographic focal point for food discussions (the 
industrial system is particularly vast and complicated here), and in turn have chosen children’s 
fiction of the past that takes place in this region, also in part because Indigenous perspectives are 
at last finding a place in our pedagogies here.  
With an eye to the issues of the industrial food system I mapped in Chapter Two, my 
purpose in this chapter is to locate the nature of the food and the language framing it in narratives 
that provide a counterpoint to the dominant industrial food paradigm. By using ecocriticism to 
establish the nature of the food and the nostalgia that often attends it in these stories, I work to 
show the value of these stories within contemporary contexts. With these narratives, I investigate 
their nostalgic and pastoral properties, and ask, How do they both conform to and resist 
conventional notions of nostalgia?  Within a framework of ecocriticism and critical nostalgia, I 
analyse how these stories align with modern notions of sustainable agriculture, how they counter 
modern industrial agriculture, and how modern technologies such as GMO breed nostalgia. As 
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my analysis of the pastoral primary narratives in my study centres on farms and food production, 
and my larger project investigates industrial agriculture in relation to these texts, my use of 
pastoral as a cultural and historical reference for how nature has been altered by modernity has 
the potential for illuminating the complex social and environmental mechanisms that brought us 
to where we are today. The ecocritical analysis performed in this chapter will anchor and inform 
the ways these eco-nostalgic texts can be used in critical food pedagogy.  
Why do these stories matter? That is, what do these stories have to offer food security 
analysis and pedagogy in the 21st century?  A simple answer is that they provide examples of 
small-scale sustainable agriculture, and they counter current apprehensions about our food 
supply and our environmental relationship. Teaching these stories in the context of 
interdisciplinary environmental education can help learners of all ages navigate the murky 
histories and practices that have helped create our current problems. The necessity of dismantling 
and resisting the current industrial food narrative, a narrative that threatens to dominate and 
overwhelm our ecosystems, parallels the necessity of dismantling settler narratives, all narratives 
of domination, and to understand more about where we are right now and how we got here. 
Food production, distribution, and culture in my primary narratives align, for the most 
part, with modern sustainable farming and counter the current industrial model. The portrayals of 
subsistence farming at the heart of these stories offer the antithesis of the globalized food system. 
In these texts, food culture is established, local, and anchored with relative permanence (Fiskio, 
2012). With a focus on subsistence farming and local market farming, there are almost no other 
distribution paths evident in these narratives. My question is, then, what can these earlier 
agricultural models found in narratives from the past offer a globalized modern world facing 
food crises? In my investigation, I am not only concerned with how agriculture is represented, 
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but with the cultural discourse around food production. By parsing the rhetoric of contemporary 
food discourse, Chapter Two laid the groundwork for literary analysis of food-based narratives 
from the past. The nostalgic nature of these stories also requires readers to regard the past as a 
hidden/foreign language that must be parsed, interpreted and translated for contemporary 
audiences, particularly young ones. In looking at the environmental and cultural components of 
food in stories from bygone eras, I compare how the language of these texts differs from our 
current trends in food literature, and ask how these old-fashioned texts can counter and perhaps 
remedy the language of crisis that shapes both scientific environmental reporting and 
contemporary dystopic fiction.  
 Using a theoretical framework that pairs ecocriticism with nostalgic, pastoral children’s 
narratives and agriculture, I investigate how this literature can provide an interdisciplinary 
connection to issues of food security and environmental education, and to illustrate the efficacy 
of stories from the past in providing the rich cultural, historical, and ecological details that 
support food literacy. These books aren’t necessarily promoting the best practices or the best 
ways to eat, but they do offer a cohesive, ecologically grounded view of food and eating, a 
counterpoint to the fragmented food habits plaguing contemporary North America. These texts 
offer an alternative to passing trends that alter our food habits, and to the conflicting ideologies 
that are often entrenched in nutritionism or environmentalism, but that rarely find common 
ground. These stories offer, if not a return to, then a reminder of other, older ways of eating, and 
a chance to reflect on and critically engage with past, present, and future visions of food cultures.  
Literary representations of farms reveal our cultural attitudes toward farm culture: the 
myth-making and storytelling around farms speak to our fears and desires regarding abundance, 
fertility, and disconnection. Leo Marx (1964) writes that “to appreciate the significance and 
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power of our American fables it is necessary to understand the interplay between literary 
imagination and what happens outside literature, in the general culture” (p. 4). In 1933, when 
Laura Ingalls Wilder was preparing to publish Farmer Boy, there was enormous poverty in 
America on a national scale. The days of stable family farms were fading and there was a steady 
shifting of rural populations to urban centres. Likewise, at the time that E.B. White wrote 
Charlotte’s Web in 1952, this shift was accelerated in the post-war world, and chemical 
industrial agriculture rapidly began to replace traditional farming methods as a means of meeting 
the supply and demand of a growing population. This industry also changed the types of foods 
that were produced and the ways they were promoted and distributed: magazine ads from this era 
illustrate a turn toward pre-packaged foods such as Spam and instant puddings, and recipe books 
reflect these changes. Tins of soup and powdered sauces – the products of a commodified 
postwar food industry –became central to the meals being prepared in this time, a trend that has 
ballooned in recent decades. These eco-nostalgic narratives reflect moments of collective history 
from before this shift that are captured in the repository of stories. 
In surveying food and farm narratives, two trends have become clear: stories set on farms 
were much more common in the earlier half of the 20th century, a tendency that reflects the 
comparatively high number of actual farms at that time; and second, farms in contemporary 
literature generally fall into the category of non-fiction, particularly in the form of georgic, back-
to-the-land memoirs, which perhaps speaks to a recognition of the increasing threat to food 
security and a nostalgic desire to revive connections to food production. My decision to focus on 
historical texts is, in part, informed by the perception that the societal and cultural shift from 
rural to urban is mapped out in fiction, providing crucial reference points in environmental and 
cultural history. The current trend towards dystopian fiction appears to reflect a general 
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trepidation about the state of the world. While it is important to analyze the cultural implications 
of these stories, it is vital that we understand their precursors. As articulated by Conlogue (2001), 
“writers have been documenting America’s national transformation all along” (p. 4). The tenets 
of New Historicism allow for the integration of text with socio-historic context, “demonstrating 
on the one hand how extraliterary cultural formations shape literary discourse and on the other 
how literary practices are actions that make things happen—by shaping the psychic and moral 
consciousness of young readers” (Myers as cited in Watkins, 1992). If we read history “as an 
interpretation of the narrative we create from documents”, the ability to interpret and locate 
ourselves within texts from a different era fosters a historical literacy that can lend insight on 
how we came to be in our modern world, which can ground a larger ecological literacy (Belsey 
as cited in Watkins, 1992).   
 
LITERATURE ANALYSIS   
Cultivating comprehension: The truth and trouble of meat 
As a means of countering the 20th-century discourses around food and farming, I use 
nostalgia as a lens for critically assessing the roots of our food history. Connected to the 
nostalgia for places unsullied by industry is a yearning for food that is equally wholesome and 
untainted, food that is uncomplicated by modern technologies (and attendant fears about these 
technologies).  In our era of genetic modification and corporate brand foods, nostalgia for 
simple, nourishing food is perhaps part of the appeal of pastoral stories from the past, as is the 
draw of stories in which food is celebrated and consumed in its entirety – the nutritional 
breakdown of individual foodstuffs is not a feature of these stories. Food is produced with a 
great deal of labour, but every part of its process is relatively straightforward. And perhaps 
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therein lies some of the allure of these stories: they offer a less complex, less obfuscated, more 
transparent food culture than our fraught contemporary system of production and consumption. 
Keeling and Pollard (2012) have noted “the integral role of food as cultural signifier” in 
literature (p. 4): what does food signify in these nostalgic farm narratives? To begin this 
investigation, I first ask what food signifies in the pervasive dystopic literature for young people. 
Stories such as Suzanne Collins’ The Hunger Games trilogy and James Dashner’s The Maze 
Runner series utilize food in an array of purposes within the narratives, conveying power, class, 
comfort, and stability (or lack thereof), and revealing in the process the complexity and range of 
food as a signifier. But M.T. Anderson’s Feed exemplifies the current apprehensions 
surrounding food, and its critique of modern food systems uses a dystopian view to extrapolate 
where the path we are on could lead us. In my analysis, I pair Feed with Farmer Boy in an effort 
to counter the contemporary dystopic trend and to offer an alternative means of critique: in the 
process of looking back, past foodways can offer more generative solutions and insights about 
where we are and how we got here, and offer space to reflect and move forward. Feed serves as a 
counternarrative, an exemplar of dystopic fiction that provides diametric opposition to the 
pastoral nostalgia of the earlier works mentioned here. Feed depicts an alternate vision of food 
culture in a futuristic world where consumerism and corporate marketing are promoted via 
implanted wetware, offering an unsettling and not-so-far-fetched look at where our current 
cultural trajectories could take us. Designed for slightly older audiences, it could be challenging 
to incorporate Feed into a curriculum created for 8 -12 year-olds. But in terms of literary 
analysis, Anderson’s work serves as an ecocritical and agricultural counterpoint to nostalgic, 
pastoral texts for illustrative, comparative purposes from which to pivot.  
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Farmer Boy is the fictionalized version of Laura Ingalls Wilder’s husband’s rural 
boyhood in New York in the mid-1800s. The agriculture depicted in this story is largely pre-
industrial; technological advances are approaching, but Wilder makes a concerted effort to 
valorize the traditional farming practices of the Wilder family. Almanzo’s education as a young 
agrarian positions him at the agricultural nexus of nature and culture, where he learns his 
landscape intimately. The story’s frame of one full year is brimming with local agricultural 
knowledge. The story covers the four seasons and gives an remarkably detailed account of farm 
life, from crop maintenance and animal husbandry to the intricacies of ice-making and trout 
fishing, to the workings of county fairs and shoe cobblers. Details of food production are as 
frequent as the instances of eating, and nearly every aspect of the elaborately depicted meals 
can be related to a counter scene in which the production occurs.  
 Farmer Boy offers something rare in literature: the depiction of a thriving, prosperous, 
sustainable family farm. Within this setting, the characters are engaged in constant labour, but 
there is none of the poverty, hardship, or brutal accidents that seem to mark farm literature 
written for adults. But Wilder’s narrative is not without the physical realities of farm life. In this 
story, meat is eaten at nearly every meal, and both the lives and care of the animals and their 
slaughter are detailed. Although the specifics of how the slaughter takes place are not covered, 
this seasonal activity that occurs every autumn does not avoid explicit detail:  
Five hogs and a yearling beef were to be killed that day. As soon as one was killed, [the 
farmers] dipped the carcass into the boiling caldron, and heaved it out and laid it on 
boards. With butcher knives, they scraped all the hair off it. Then they hung it up by the 
hind feet in a tree, and cut it open and took all the insides out into a tub. The boys carried 
the tub to the kitchen and Mother and the girls washed the heart and liver, and snipped off 
all the bits of fat from the hog’s insides, to make lard. (p. 279) 
 
In reference to the butchering of animals, Nicholson (1991) observes that in most stories, “[t]he 
process by which flesh becomes food is elided” (p. 205). Eco-nostalgic narratives such as 
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Farmer Boy do not hide food realities; instead they demystify many food processes without 
overburdening young readers. The passage from Farmer Boy continues: “Father and Jo 
skinn[ing] the beef carefully. The hide came off in one big piece. Every year Father killed a beef 
and saved the hide to make shoes” (p. 279). Next comes the details of making food from the 
butchering: salt pork, sausage, headcheese, mincemeat, and then candle-making from the tallow. 
These details, while graphic at times, and perhaps surprising to find in a children’s story, are not 
gratuitous, and lead to knowledge of the process, a process that most people are removed from 
today, despite a drastic increase in meat consumption, most of which is supplied by factory 
farming.2  
In Feed, farmers are entirely removed from the food-producing equation. In this world, 
science and technology have taken over. The narrative is littered with absences, of places where 
the storytelling stops, where rural, ecological truths are edited, ignored, unknown. The novel 
illustrates in an extreme way what happens when there are gaps in knowledge of systems. 
Anderson crafted this disconnect to operate as a satire of the corporate-driven consumption that 
pocks our culture, and his vision is deliberate and dark. He depicts a world where people are 
occasionally seen consuming familiar foods like potato skins and Gatorade, but it is also a world 
where nutrient IVs and food synthesizers are part of the everyday. Meals are mentioned, but for 
the most part, the details are not given. A farm visit where the protagonist narrates a trip that he 
and his girlfriend take to get away from the city lies at the centre of the story: 
We flew for an hour or so out into farm country…Our feeds caught a banner from a farm 
that invited visitors, where you could walk around and see everything grow, so we 
 
2For a brief overview of the emphasis on meat consumption and emergent industrial food production in late 
nineteenth-century America, see “Horse Meat is Certainly Delicious”: Anxiety, Xenophobia and Rationalism at a 
Nineteenth-Century American Hippophagic Banquet, Susanna Forrest (2019), 167-8; 160-178, in Guest, K. & 
Mattfeld, M. (Eds.). Equestrian Cultures: Horses, Human Society, and the Discourse of Modernity. University of 
Chicago Press. 
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swerved for there and landed. There weren’t many other people there that day, so we 
were almost alone while we walked around. It was real peaceful. It smelled like the 
country. It was a filet mignon farm, all of it, and the tissue spread for miles around the 
paths where we were walking. It was like these huge hedges of red all around us, with 
these beautiful marble patterns running through them. They had these tubes, they were 
bringing the tissue blood, and we could see the blood running around, up and down. It 
was really interesting. I like to see how things are made, and to understand where they 
come from. (p. 139, 141-2) 
 
Of course, this is not true comprehension. Here, rural expectations are subverted, and the pastoral 
is defamiliarized and perverted. The real source of the food is beyond the protagonist’s 
knowledge, and the food system portrayed here is littered with gaps. This scene takes Pollan’s 
Supermarket Pastoral and the CAFOs that plague modern industrial meat production to an 
intentionally unsettling level, yet it is not that far removed from reality. Ask children where 
chicken comes from, and inevitably they will refer to the clean, pale, plastic-covered breasts that 
fill grocery store meat coolers, reminding us that the stark dystopian image of the farm from 
Feed is perhaps not so far off. 
Ecocritic Cheryl Lousley (2007) articulates that ecocriticism is concerned with “how 
characters and readers are positioned as knowing or not knowing the environments they inhabit 
and produce” (p. 13). The not knowing is what interests me: the lack of conceptualizations, and 
the potential repercussions of these gaps. What is not represented in our narratives? What is 
edited, and for what reasons?  Aesthetic reasons? Out of ignorance or discomfort or privilege? 
Excluding the element of death from the story removes food from the ecological cycles, and 
from the full story of production and consumption. How do we decide which details to include in 
our stories, which are reflections and repositories of our values? Does absence indicate a 
discomfort or shame with the problematic aspects of animal husbandry? Do the details of 
slaughter have a place in our stories and our curricula for young people? And perhaps most 
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significantly, in terms of elementary-level learning about food systems, how much do 8 - 12 
year-olds need to know? 
In Eating Animals, Jonathan Safran Foer (2009) writes, “We are given the choice to 
center our meals around harvest or slaughter, husbandry or war. We have chosen slaughter. We 
have chosen war. That’s the truest version of our story of eating animals” (p.244). He then asks, 
“Can we tell a new story?” Certainly, choosing a vegan lifestyle is one option. But another is to 
tell a story where slaughter is not framed as war.  Sustainable agriculture, the kind that is 
depicted in stories such as Farmer Boy, is rooted in the metaphor of ecology. It centres on 
fostering the connections between systems rather than on dominating them, although 
manipulation of natural systems still occurs to a degree; that is the nature of agriculture. But 
raising meat ethically is possible, as evidenced by Joel Salatin, a prominent figure in traditional, 
sustainable meat production. On Polyface Farm in Virginia, he raises diversified, grass-fed 
animals for meat, and cites “nature’s template” as the organizing model for his farm (“Polyface 
Guiding Principles”). While meat production such as this operates at a much smaller scale than 
industrial operations, it does offer an alternative, more manageable story, and one that echoes the 
intimacy of farming advocated by Barber.  
In Farmer Boy, we see the success that comes of hard work and direct engagement with 
the food-producing environment using sustainable practices. Wilder uses the language of 
reciprocity and cooperation to portray scenes in which labour ensures the whole animal is used; 
there is no waste: the lard is strained into jars for cooking, the cracklings are kept for seasoning, 
headcheese is made from the bones, mincemeat is made from the scraps, and beef fat is rendered 
into tallow for candles. The work involves all members of the family, and employs people in the 
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community. Need and purpose are clear, and throughout the butchering process, hearty meals are 
cooked and eaten together by everyone involved. 
In Feed, on the contrary, we see the cautionary tale, a vision of a future that is becoming 
too easy to imagine. Later in the visit to the “countryside”, the characters climb a tower to gain a 
view of the farm: 
We could see all these miles of filet mignon from where we were sitting, and some places 
where the genetic coding had gone wrong, and there, in the middle of the beef, the tissue 
had formed a horn or an eye or a heart blinking up at the sunset. (p. 144) 
 
This is a world where beef as food is grown; the meat is not connected to cows. Animals are 
removed from the equation, removed from the story of food. By sidestepping the need for 
slaughter, a solution to animal suffering could be read here. But even so, this is probably not the 
‘better story’ that Foer had in mind.   
This is an entirely corporate world; a world where the weather is controlled and clouds 
are trademarked by corporations; a world where people are biologically connected to their 
internet feeds so as to remain up to date on the newest products and experiences to buy, where 
lesions are growing on their bodies because of these feeds; a world almost entirely removed from 
the ecological processes of life, where gaps in information foster ignorance and disconnection, 
and ultimately, the demise of ecosystems and human health. Parallels are occurring within our 
contemporary industrial food system and modern food culture: food is plastic-wrapped and 
sanitized, and consumers are becoming increasingly disconnected from their sources of food. 
Food systems and the natural world are inextricable; the health of one informs the health of the 
other. In the gaps of knowledge and absences of information lie the root of our environmental 
problems. Understanding the ecology of food requires telling the whole truth, and it is at our own 
peril that we remove death from the story. 
 
 
 103
Mapping the past: Locating and positioning within nostalgic landscapes 
Because the industrial food system effectively displaces us from food-producing 
environments, understanding where food comes from is driven by an environmental imperative 
to reconnect. But this is not a localized task in the modern world. The globalization of our food 
system, and the push to reform local food systems, means that being food literate requires a 
degree of geographic literacy. Concurrently, geographic literacy relates to how contemporary 
readers position themselves within eco-nostalgic, old-fashioned landscapes that they have 
experienced only through the page. New cartographies are required to map histories and places, 
both literal and fictional, that are no longer recognizable or familiar, and to provide coordinates 
in a world where signposts are disappearing or changing.  
In this section, my purpose is twofold: firstly, to discover the ways in which 
geographic literacy is promoted and achieved in the primary novels –  L.M. Montgomery’s 
Jane of Lantern Hill, set largely in rural Prince Edward Island, and Dorothy Canfield 
Fisher’s Understood Betsy, a pre-WW1 narrative set in rural Vermont in the early 1900s; 
these stories are pastoral in nature and considered nostalgic by today’s standards. And 
secondly, I aim to investigate how this nostalgia in literature from prior eras can be mapped 
(i.e. how these texts can be used to anchor a sense of food-producing regions), and how 
such an exercise is vital in fostering the geographic literacy required of a fully developed 
food literacy in contemporary readers. I begin my analysis by applying ecocriticism to 
fiction from the past to explore the question of how personal geography and physical 
geography are entwined and informed by each other.  
Knowing your food means knowing the place in which the food is grown. At their core, 
these stories that promote multiple literacies are not only about finding, but also understanding, 
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our place in the world. Old-fashioned food-based narratives offer examples of food cultures 
grounded in principles of bioregionalism, the bedrock of geographic literacy, in which 
sustainable farmers must be fluent. These farm narratives from the past offer a counternarrative 
to the expansive, globalized food structures of today, wherein geographic literacy is abstract.  
These nostalgic texts speak to a more intimate sense of place, and offer young readers worlds 
where locally produced food far outweighs any reliance on imported products.  In referencing 
Wendell Berry’s agrarianism, Fiskio (2012) writes, “Essential to both the farm household and 
the farm community is the long-term inhabitation of a particular place”, what Berry calls a 
‘placed people’ (p. 304). Many of the farm narratives included in my analysis align with 
Berry’s “agrarian poetics”, which “resist ecological, cultural, and psychological fragmentation” 
(p. 305). A desire for wholeness is, according to Boym (2007), at the heart of what she calls an 
“epidemic of nostalgia”, wherein there is “an affective yearning for a community with a 
collective memory, a longing for continuity in a fragmented world” (p. 8). The form of agrarian 
citizenship Berry promotes aligns with the settled environments of the farms – the dislocation 
of transience and fragmentation associated with contemporary land ownership are not issues for 
the white, settled characters of these novels. The idealized landscapes of my primary texts 
provide what Garforth (2005) calls utopian stories, the function of which is to “attempt to find 
routes out of the ecological crisis and map the possibilities of better, greener futures” (p. 393). 
The old-fashioned worlds in these texts convey a strong sense of place that roots the characters 
with an innate cartography, and can perhaps provide modern readers with both respite from and 
solutions to the fragmentation created by environmental disconnection. Opperman (2010) 
believes that “[e]cocriticism’s biggest achievement has arguably been its global cognitive 
mapping of the environmental space for more responsible engagement” (p. 17). As such, the 
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application of ecocritical theory to texts from the past as a means of seeking recovery and 
regeneration supports my approach. 
As a cornerstone question of ecocriticism, Glotfelty (1996) asks, “Where is the natural 
world in the text” (p. xxiii). In these texts, it is located centrally, and in opposition to urban 
spaces. It is the green, rural world of cultivation, of fields, farms, and gardens. Because 
ecocriticism can approach literature from a biocentric perspective rather than insisting on 
anthropocentric interpretations, the theory allows for an exploration of the interconnectedness 
between human and nonhuman nature, rather than regarding nonhuman nature as setting for 
human activity (Sigler, 1994). Far from being mere backdrop, the relevance of setting in both 
of these novels is established from the outset, and both stories use urban environments as 
deliberate foils to the rural relocations that occur. Ecocriticism pinpoints this relevance by 
highlighting the myriad ways the landscape is integral to both plot and to the protagonists’ 
personal growth. The ability to make connections is at the core of geographic literacy; it centers 
on ecology, which operates on an understanding of living systems and their interconnectedness. 
Urban environments are not separate from ecological systems, but their relation to the natural 
world is complex; living systems in these environments are often literally covered up and 
erased, buried beneath concrete and built structures, or fragmented into the patchwork of parks. 
The development of a full geographic literacy requires movement beyond the surface; it 
requires going further and deeper than the screen, paper, or, as in the case of these stories, the 
street. The development of their geographic literacy requires a rural relocation. 
This valorization of the country over the city, particularly in terms of healthy childhoods, 
is a common trope in literature from this time. Fisher’s setting for her gentle story features life on 
a small family farm, and it is set in direct opposition to urban life. Fisher celebrates American 
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values such as self-reliance and hard work in her story of an over-protected young girl who 
grows in confidence as she acquires rural life skills. Jane of Lantern Hill focuses on a young 
girl’s transition from urban life in post WW1 Toronto to rural life on Prince Edward Island with 
her father, and explores the art of cooking and rural food culture; agriculture is part of the 
backdrop to the main events of cooking and consumption.  
In the country, Montgomery’s Jane and Fisher’s Betsy, in their respective narratives, are 
allowed to freely explore their new environments, and these stories reflect a level of freedom that 
is unusual for girls from this era: Jane roams freely around the PEI countryside, herding cows 
and, once, even an escaped zoo lion.  Betsy navigates her way to school and to the country fair 
solo. In this way, they begin to know the environments they inhabit. These stories map the girls’ 
journeys towards an understanding of their geography, and the impact this geography has on 
their development. Jane is amazed by her new landscape, where “outside were free hills and 
wide, open fields where you could run wherever you liked, none daring to make you afraid, 
spruce barrens and shadowy sand dunes, instead of an iron fence and locked gate” (p. 83). The 
fact that “she could go where she liked over the countryside, unhindered, uncriticized, was one of 
the most delightful things about life at Lantern Hill” (p. 121). Betsy is granted the autonomy and 
the space to explore, whether she desires it or not. Upon first arriving at the farm, she is sent off 
to the country school by her cousin, who tells her to “Run along, child. Straight down the road 
till the first turn to the left, and there in the crossroads, there you are” (p. 62). Here she is given a 
verbal map, directions to an unfamiliar place, which provide her with the means to navigate 
alone, however ill-equipped she believes herself to be, and to discover the physical reality 
connected to these directives. In these stories, the setting is not merely a backdrop for 
performance, but a place for the girls to do, to build and test their skills, and to prove their 
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abilities. In both novels, the girls grow at ease in their bodies and in their environments through 
movement, and through learning to both grow and cook the food they eat. Through engagement 
with the land, they are transformed into capable, confident children. 
Montgomery and Fisher are writing in a long tradition of Romantic notions of childhood 
that suggest children do best in natural settings (McGavran, 2012). The romanticization of the 
natural world in children’s literature has a long history, and the pastoral trope is certainly 
suggested in the farm narratives I analyse in this study. Montgomery’s responses to nature were 
elevated by her reading of Romantic writers such as Wordsworth, Longfellow, and Emerson, and 
her sensuous depictions of the natural world speak to their influence in her novels. Her trademark 
lyricism is both celebrated and scorned by critics, the latter of whom often regard her writing as 
overly sentimental, and her works are often critically overlooked or panned altogether for 
depicting “an unblemished bucolic paradise for undiscriminating women and children” (as cited 
in Rubio, 1994, p. 6).  But the pastoral elements of her stories function on a deeper, more critical 
level than they are sometimes granted (Rubio, 1994). In her defence of literary pastoral, Roni 
Natov (2006) asserts that at its best, it “is integrative, rather than escapist. It involves a quest for 
something undegraded, something that resists the pollution, both moral and physical, of the 
world” (p. 92). Current complexities and tensions surrounding the food industry bespeak the 
appeal and desire for the perceived (or imagined) purity and wholesomeness of food from pre-
GMO landscapes and food cultures.  
To gain a more complete and accurate understanding of how landscapes are understood 
and depicted in literature, it is essential to recover the works of earlier writers “who may be 
overlooked because their understanding of the natural world is predicated upon ideological or 
aesthetic assumptions different from our own” (Branch, 2001, p. 6). By blending the fictitious 
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with the autobiographical in their depictions of landscapes and ways of life in these places, 
Fisher and Montgomery animate regions and customs that are likely unfamiliar to 
contemporary readers; in the process, these writers share ideal versions of their now-bygone 
worlds. For most contemporary readers, the following passage, in which Betsy is making 
maple candy, requires a leap of imaginative faith, as both the place and the practice are foreign, 
inaccessible, or outdated: 
She found a clean white snowbank under a pine tree, and setting her cup down in a 
safe place, began to pat the snow down hard to make the right bed for the waxing 
syrup. The sun, very hot for that late March day, brought out strongly the tarry 
perfume of the big pine tree. Near her the sap dripped musically into a bucket, already 
half full, hung on a maple tree (p. 112). 
 
Ecocriticism acts as a compass between literature and the physical world. The stories contain 
the subjects. Ecocriticism allows us to locate these subjects in the physical world, and to 
connect them. When the candy is made, she “crunched it all together into a big delicious lump 
and sucked on it dreamily, her eyes on the rim of Hemlock Mountain, high above her there, the 
snow on it bright golden in the sunlight” (p. 113). In this sensory scene, Betsy consumes her 
landscape, lets it become part of her.  
Essentially, the preservation of place, and place-based practices at a particular moment 
in history, is at the heart of these pastoral novels. Both stories depict worlds largely unmarred 
by war. Fisher wrote her novel on the cusp of the First World War, and her story unfolds free of 
its shadow. Montgomery wrote Jane of Lantern Hill after the war, and while there is mention of 
Jane’s father’s service, Montgomery situates her characters in a quiet rural life away from 
conflict and creates a landscape embedded within the “cartographies of nostalgia” (Lerer, 2009, 
p. 257). Fiction from the past that depicts rural landscapes and cultures provides a network of 
map systems, a means to traverse times and places when personal and physical geographies 
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were more intimately entwined. Ladino (2012) asks, “What if we stopped privileging 
temporality (that is, placing past, present, and future in hierarchies) and began to map nostalgia, 
to follow its winding courses and plot its particular trajectories” (p. 7). The societal and cultural 
shift from rural, agricultural life to urban, industrial culture, a shift that Leavis and Thompson 
(2000) called “a vast and terrifying disintegration” of organic life, is mapped out in fiction, 
providing crucial reference points in environmental and cultural history (p. 73). The nostalgic 
territories in Fisher’s and Montgomery’s works bring to light a version of this organic life, still 
intact and preserved, there to provide directions for modern readers. There is an increasing 
disconnect between the contemporary world and the worlds depicted in literature from prior 
eras. From an environmental perspective, it is important these texts survive, as they are a 
counterpoint to our postnatural world. Contemporary urban and degraded landscapes must be 
considered in the analysis of contemporary literature, but their precursors need to be understood 
for readers to recognize what they are responding to.  
Mapping the past in literary landscapes involves navigating nostalgic cartographies of 
a time where engagement with, and therefore understanding of, the land, was different. 
Montgomery’s and Fisher’s rural worlds are explored and eventually understood by 
previously unreceptive protagonists. Mediated through substantial and experiential contact 
with the land, and through others who act as guides, or simply give the girls the space and 
freedom to explore, an intrinsic sense of cartography is subtly embedded in these characters. 
They understand their place, and their place in the world, because of this internalized map-
making.  For contemporary readers who are navigating complex, de-localized geographies 
with their daily food choices, being immersed in the deeply rooted food-producing landscapes 
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of these narratives may translate to the development of their own geographic and food 
literacy.  
Despite the political and ideological problems associated with it, nostalgia has the 
potential, when framed in eco-nostalgic terms and applied alongside geographic literacy, to 
critically and productively address the environmental and cultural disconnect that can arise 
from not understanding how past landscapes, fictional and otherwise, connect to the present. All 
maps are versions of worlds that have been edited, simplified, and idealized. Montgomery and 
Fisher treasured the settings that are central to their stories. In capturing a version of the world 
they wanted to immortalize, they acted as cartographers of these beloved landscapes that were a 
blend of fictional and real places. Stories are maps; they pinpoint (what to) treasure; they 
provide coordinates to the past; they are a means of bridging the literary and the literal; and a 
way of connecting geography and literature. 
More than mere longing: An eco-nostalgic analysis of agricultural literature  
My purpose in this section is to investigate both the nature of the nostalgic landscape and 
the types of rural activities performed by child characters within the landscape in two nostalgic 
texts, revealing the ecocritical value of these place-based practices within their historical 
contexts and providing a foundation for analysis in later sections.  
Nostalgic children’s narratives are often dismissed for being sentimental, damned with 
the faint praise of being appealing. Natalie op de Beeck (2005) writes that “in this anxious 
climate, rosy accounts of bountiful nature are naïve and politically suspect, directing readers’ 
attention away from critical environmental understanding” (p. 280). Certainly the idealized 
portrayals of rural life in these narratives convey a bucolic simplicity at times, but by 
understanding the authors’ work as a response to the brutally fast shift from rural to urban at the 
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time they were writing, their texts hold cautionary value for contemporary readers facing brutal 
shifts of their own (Grafton, 2010). Dismissing these representations as simplistic or merely 
pleasant is reductive as it denies their value in environmental and cultural terms.  
In the 1980s and 1990s, critics attacked nostalgia for its tendency to falsely idealize the 
past. As well, its inability to engage with modernity, and its inherently conservative politics, 
provided further cause for attack (Cashman, 2006). In more recent times, it has been seen as an 
explanation for resistance to modernization, a product of mistrust of the future. It is used as a 
derogatory and dismissive accusation, and as a rhetorical tool by right wing conservatives to 
defend imperialist, sexist, and colonial mandates. But the definition of most use to me in this 
discussion frames nostalgia as a cultural practice used to generate meaning in the present through 
selective visions of the past (Cashman, 2006). These pastoral texts serve as a reference point for 
the natural world, and attitudes towards it, at a particular moment in history. As nostalgia “can be 
essential for evaluating the present through contrast with the past” (p. 137), eco-nostalgic 
longing can create resistance to rapid, uncritical change: it creates a pause, time in which social 
and environmental critique can occur to consider the nature of the progress, and to preserve 
versions of a bygone world, thereby establishing points of reference that could help mitigate 
generational amnesia.  
Set on Prince Edward Island in the late 19th century, The Story Girl establishes the quiet 
rhythms of a small family farm in a pre-mechanized rural area. The labour performed by 
characters is constant within the story, but the scale is human. Following Ladino’s work on 
reclaiming nostalgia within a political arena, Montgomery’s use of nostalgia is both critically 
and deliberately deployed.  Examined through an ecocritical lens, the nostalgic representations 
of the natural and the agricultural world inherent in Montgomery’s Atlantic rural narratives are 
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more than merely pleasant. By looking specifically at the ways in which the central child 
characters of Montgomery’s stories know their landscapes – partly through agriculture and 
partly through play – the ways in which these modes of knowing can foster ecological literacy 
are illuminated for the reader. 
The Story Girl is nostalgic in a generative sense of the word, and to unpack and respond 
to the criticism against stories such as this, it helps to first look at what was happening in the 
sociocultural and agricultural history of the early 1900s, and how it connects to these stories. At 
the time that Montgomery was writing, major shifts were happening within agriculture in the 
Maritime provinces.  There was movement from general to specialized production, which can be 
interpreted as a shift from local, subsistence farming to larger monoculture crops grown for 
export.  As well, the integration of the Maritime economy into the larger Canadian economy 
happened around this time. This meant larger, less stable markets and more competition from 
international trade.  And horse and buggy farming culture was being replaced by combustion 
engines, which affected the entire ecosystem of small farms (Dick & Taylor, 2015). In 
Montgomery’s work, modern technology does not appear often – she is writing on the cusp of 
these changes and reveals a preference and an affinity for horse-drawn carriage culture in her 
work. The financial pressures on small farmers were exacerbated by the failing fur and forest 
industries, which contributed to a drop in agricultural income from 9.8 million dollars in 1927 to 
2.3 million in 1932.  These financial pressures made it difficult for small farms to thrive, and 
many family farms were being abandoned for the jobs and lifestyles that cities offered. These 
pressures and rifts in the agricultural way of life run in a subtle but steady current throughout 
Montgomery’s work (particularly in Anne of Green Gables). The local and the rural elements in 
her old-fashioned stories are threatened by industry and modernity. Place in Montgomery’s work 
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is firmly positioned at the nexus of nature and culture, which is the place of agriculture (Major, 
2007). The rural setting of her stories affirms the connections between people, practices, and 
beliefs, and the farm life she depicts is the centrepoint of the stories. The nostalgia informing her 
work is likewise firmly centred in the natural world and to a way of life that is tied to the land. 
And so I define Montgomery’s particular brand of nostalgia as being eco-nostalgic as it extends 
to a longing for a way of life that is close to the land, as well as for the places themselves.   
At the root of this longing is the cultural shift from rural to urban instigated by the 
Industrial Revolution, which, as Raymond Williams (1973) writes, “not only transformed both 
country and city; it was based on a highly developed agrarian capitalism, with a very early 
disappearance of the traditional peasantry” (p. 2). Williams, in tracing these cultural and 
economic transformations as they are portrayed in English literature, locates and articulates the 
diversity and complexity of rural histories. Montgomery’s stories are snapshots of a very 
particular moment in Canadian history. For most contemporary readers, they are the only 
windows available into this world. In terms of the Atlantic setting, Montgomery applied creative 
realism to her portrayal of Prince Edward Island, embellishing her literary landscapes with 
significant, romanticized details of the rural landscapes in which she set her stories, where the 
real and the ideal intermingle. But her depictions of landscape and rural life transcend what is 
often mistaken as merely sentimental; there is something more powerful, even political, at work 
in her stories, and it is rooted in agriculture. Conlogue (2001) believes that farm-centred 
narratives  
investigate with unflinching directness how farming still feeds and reflects its cultural 
contexts even as it passes from the national landscape; nostalgia and pastoral assumptions 
find less room in writers’ depictions of farm realities than they do in critics’ comments 
about those depictions. (p. 4) 
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 From this perspective, narratives such as The Story Girl can be regarded as cultural repositories, 
and the numerous passages that detail aspects of the natural world can be read as invaluable, 
ecologically rich inventories of places and place-based practices3.  
Critics frequently lambast the fairy tale or fantasy qualities of these pastoral landscapes, 
but Montgomery’s work is not as static in its pastoralism as it may superficially appear. 
Following Garrard’s (2004) statement that classic pastorals present “a vision of rural life so 
removed from the processes of labour and natural growth that they constitute a persistent 
mystification of human ecology” (p. 38), it is evident in The Story Girl that labour is a fact of 
rural life, even within an idealized setting. Lousley (2007) asks how characters are positioned as 
knowing, or not knowing, their environment, a question at the heart of ecological literacy. How 
do characters learn how to read their environments, and understand their place within them? 
Montgomery depicts a culturally rich way of life in which chores, exploration, and play are the 
key ways in which her child characters engage with their environments. In The Story Girl, when 
asked how they’re spending their day, the children have similar answers: Peter, the hired boy, 
states that he is going to “[h]arrow the wood field and dig Aunt Olivia’s flower beds.” Sara 
reports that she and Aunt Olivia planted the sweet peas yesterday and that she planted a little bed 
of her own. And Felicity says she is going to help mother plant the vegetable garden (p. 22). And 
for the other boys, milking is a daily chore, morning and evening. But this work is tempered with 
leisure time. The young narrator reports that “[w]hen next we assembled ourselves together, it 
was after milking, and the cares of the day were done with. We foregathered in the balsam-
fragrant aisles of the fir wood, and ate early August apples” (p. 106). The orchard is the site of 
many games after chores are done, and while it provides the backdrop to their play, it is not 
 
3 Re-visioning the Romantic influence in Montgomery’s work in political terms aligns with the ecocritical 
revisioning that is being done by Romanticist ecocritics such as K. Hutchings, D. Higgins, and M. Demson.  
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static, and not separate from human activity.  In Montgomery’s work, nature is situated on the 
cusp of cultivation and the wild, and as Tara Holton and Tim Rogers (2004) note, it is something 
that changes, and something with which the children interact, “not merely sit prettily within” (p. 
151). Montgomery’s child characters are almost constantly engaged with their landscape, and 
work and play are often entwined. 
At harvest time in The Story Girl, the narrator relays that  
October was a busy month on the hill farms.  The apples had to be picked, and this work 
fell mainly to us children.  We stayed home from school to do it.  It was pleasant work 
and there was a great deal of fun in it; but it was hard, too, and our arms and backs ached 
roundly at night. (p. 219) 
 
Often in children’s literature, childhood offers a privileged and particular knowledge of place. 
One reason for this singular position can be at least partly explained by children’s total 
immersion with the landscape. Montgomery’s child characters know their landscapes through 
work and play, and the nostalgia attached to the depictions of their lives is rendered vital by the 
dynamic nature of their experiences.  Their time outdoors is literally fruitful: In a summertime 
scene in The Story Girl, the children go raspberry picking, and the narrator describes how in 
order to reach the berry patch,  
we had to go back through the maple woods to the extreme end of Uncle Roger’s farm – 
a pretty walk, though a world of green, whispering boughs and spice-sweet ferns, and 
shifting patches of sunlight.  The raspberries were plentiful, and we were not long in 
filling our receptacles.  Then we foregathered around a tiny wood spring, cold and 
pellucid under its young maples, and ate jelly cookies. (p. 121) 
 
Here, the symbiotic intersection of nature, cultivation, and culture form the basis of these rural 
childhood experiences, grounding the characters materially and in praxis with the land. 
A cornerstone element of ecological literacy is understanding one’s home environment 
and one’s place within it.  In Montgomery’s work, the connections between community, 
livelihood, and how they are tied to the seasons and systems of the natural world are integral and 
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prevalent. Following a full growing season on the family farm, the narrator of The Story Girl 
wraps up his story with an account of preparing the fields for winter, and as with many of the 
farm scenes, the interplay of work and joyful play is evident. In a late November scene, the 
children help prepare the farm for winter: 
The [potato] stalks were in heaps all over the field, and we were allowed the privilege of 
setting fire to them. ‘Twas glorious! In a few minutes the field was alight with blazing 
bonfires, over which rolled great, pungent clouds of smoke.  From pile to pile we ran, 
shrieking with delight, to poke each up with a long stick and watch the gush of rose-red 
sparks stream off into the night. (p. 247)  
 
This task isn’t simply for their amusement – it promotes soil fertility and combats pests and 
disease, ensuring healthy future crops, and is widely practiced in conjunction with cover-
cropping in many forms of present-day sustainable agriculture. This scene encapsulates 
Montgomery’s affinity and talent for capturing the seasons and cycles of the land, and of 
agricultural life on PEI in the 1900s. In The Story Girl, Montgomery situates childhood and 
nostalgia within the natural world. The child characters are deeply rooted to the land, and 
ecocritical analysis pinpoints the moments of connection that take them beneath the surface of 
their experience, and positions them in a place of knowing their environment at the intersection 
of work and play. 
 
Cultivating comprehension: Food production, distribution, and culture in agricultural 
literature  
This section connects explicitly to the outlined sections in Chapter Two.  
Food production and distribution 
The most common type of food in children’s literature falls under the category of fantasy 
food. In stories such as The Secret Garden, Harry Potter, and Pippi Longstocking, there is an 
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abundance of food available to the child characters, but it is removed from economic, nutritional 
and environmental considerations: food simply appears, and regardless of often being rich in 
sugar (and pleasure), it allows the child characters to thrive. The stories I have selected for this 
analysis are, despite their pastoral features, grounded in realism. For example, Wilder’s Farmer 
Boy centres on the rhythms of food production, distribution, and culture, and farming as a way of 
living is glorified:  
A farmer depends on himself, and the land and the weather.  If you’re a farmer, you raise 
what you eat, you raise what you wear, and you keep warm with wood out of your own 
timber. You work hard, but you work as you please, and no man can tell you to go or 
come. (p. 370-1) 
 
 Examining the tensions surrounding agriculture that exist in narratives from the past helps build 
a baseline comprehension of our agricultural history. In becoming familiarized with past 
vocabularies, we can use this language to help locate ourselves in the agriculture of today. In 
Farmer Boy, set in New York state in the mid-1860s, new technology is on the horizon that is 
intended to mechanize production: 
Almanzo asked Father why he did not hire the machine that did threshing.  Three men 
had brought it into the country last fall…it would thresh a man’s whole grain crop in a 
few days.  ‘That’s a lazy man’s way to thresh’, Father said.  ‘Haste makes waste, but a 
lazy man’d rather get his work done fast than do it himself.  That machine chews up the 
straw till its not fit to feed stock, and it scatters grain around and wastes it.  All it saves is 
time, son.  And what good is time, with nothing to do?  You want to sit and twiddle your 
thumbs, all these stormy winter days? (p. 307-8) 
 
Books such as Farmer Boy are precursors to modern agriculture: At a time when contemporary 
readers may associate small farms with economic instability, and their knowledge of food 
production will include the vocabulary of GMOs, climate change, and the havoc that 
globalization in a free market wreaks on food security, these books portray sustainable 
agriculture as a natural way of life, not a political statement: these are small family farms, 
operating organically before organic as an agricultural concept entered the vernacular.  
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This is not to say that traditional agriculture is free of problems. In his call for the 
rewilding of overly domesticated spaces, environmental journalist George Monbiot (2013) 
investigates the impact of sheep farming on landscapes in the UK, noting the profound 
ecological damage this form of agriculture has had on the environment. And Chou (2009) 
discusses the conceptual limits of organic farming in her article, “Working With Nature: David 
Masumoto and Organic Farming Discourse”, in which Masumoto attempts to reconcile the 
inevitable manipulations of natural systems, whether on organic or industrial terms. 
Oftentimes, nostalgia for past places and practices is founded on imaginary constructs: the 
concept of a harmonious Arcadia untainted by industry is rooted in fantasy. Agriculture, though 
it works with natural systems, is not a wild process; human intervention shapes it. The 
attendant nostalgia for these places is, then, nostalgia for cultivated spaces; there is no pure 
form of agriculture on unblemished land to hearken back to; systems manipulation by farmers 
is intrinsic to the process of agriculture, the extent of which must be acknowledged in the 
complex stock-taking of agricultural histories.  
While the pastoral, agricultural details of each story vary in type and degree, the food 
depicted within these stories is quite literally down to earth. In exploring the narratological 
function of food, Herrmann (2014) writes that the regular consumption of food provides 
structure and framework, gives characters tasks and purpose, creates seasonal routines, marks 
time. Likewise, Keeling and Pollard (2012) note that “[f]ood makes things happen” (p. 13). To 
be sure, many of the farm narratives explored here are driven not just by food consumption, but 
also by food production as an imperative. The labour required to grow and prepare food is the 
focal point of many of the characters’ lives, and the plot trajectories operate along the 
demarcations of the seasons. The scale and methods of agriculture and food production is 
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intimate, and labour is managed by family, farmhands, and/or hired help; this network of labour 
provides the social context for many of the stories.  
In Strawberry Girl, an historical novel by Lois Lenski published in 1945, the story 
focuses on the settlers of the frontier lake region of Florida in the early 1900s. These settlers, 
called “Crackers”, a term applied with self-referential pride by the cowhands, farmers, and 
ranchers of the area, and their labours on the land form the backbone of the story. Strawberry 
Girl is arguably the least conventionally nostalgic of my primary novels, and more fraught with 
class tensions and depictions of overt poverty. But it is also one of the more agriculturally 
detailed, with aspects of soil fertility and animal husbandry informing the movement of the 
story. As well, it provides a snapshot of a less commonly explored settler region in American 
agricultural history. The Boyer family is new to the area and has bold plans to produce 
cashcrops on land that has historically been ranched in less structured ways. Young Birdie 
Boyer explains to their neighbours, the Slaters, an economically depressed local family that 
supports itself through subsistence methods, how they plan to build up their soil for valuable 
strawberry crops: “We been pennin’ our cows up nights ever since we moved here,” explained 
Birdie, “to git their manure scattered around” (p. 15). The concept is entirely foreign to the 
Slaters, who let their cows graze free-range, as most farmers in the area do. And the Boyers 
manage their milking cows differently, as well: “Where we come from,” said Mrs. Boyer 
slowly, “we feed our cows” (p. 9). This is shocking information to the Slaters, who have neither 
the means nor the inclination to alter their ways. Tension between the families builds over food 
production methods and land culture: the Boyer’s careful companion cropping of strawberries, 
corn, cowpeas (p. 17), designed to optimize land use and crop health, is destroyed when the 
Slater’s hungry cows break through the fencing.  
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But tensions aside, nostalgia is present in the portrayals of abundance: 
Summer was over and cane grinding time had come. The sweet potatoes had been dug 
in August and stored in layers of pine straw on the floor of the potato house. Fodder and 
corn had been stowed away in the crib, along with dried peanuts and chufers – winter 
feed for the stock. Hogs had been butchered, hams and sides of bacon smoked, and 
sausage made.  The cane crop was good. Pa said it would take two or three weeks to 
grind it all. There would be syrup to sell, and plenty of brown sugar and molasses to eat 
all year. (p. 79)  
 
Details of the cane grinding process include hitching the mules to the cane mill, cutting and 
feeding the cane stalks into the rollers, and the way the “[c]ane pulp, called ‘pummy’, fell to 
the ground at one side. The pale green milky-looking cane juice poured out slowly into a barrel 
on the other side” (p. 80-81). The foods inventoried here signify the transition of food from 
nature to culture: the Boyer’s effective and labour-intensive growing practices have produced 
crops that will be turned into beloved foods to form the cornerstone of family meals over the 
winter. Readers are invited to rejoice in this abundance, and to appreciate the eco-nostalgic 
satisfaction of a farm functioning optimally and on regenerative terms.   
Akin to the cane sugar production in Strawberry Girl is the step-by-step process of 
making maple syrup in Farmer Boy, from the tapping of the maples to the boiling of the sap in 
an outdoor cauldron, to the sugaring off in the brass kettle on the kitchen cook-stove, where the 
family makes all the sugar and syrup they will need for the year, stored in jugs and in cakes of 
maple sugar. A season-specific undertaking, maple sugaring occurs once a year, in late winter, 
and requires a specific type of weather and tree. In essence, sugaring is a deeply rooted, place-
based tradition that draws upon forest ecosystems to produce food. It is also a tradition that is 
in jeopardy due to climate change. A group of ecologists and atmospheric scientists that 
recently tracked the sapflow of sugar maples in the Northeastern States found that if climate 
change continues to alter weather patterns, traditional sap collection methods may be in peril 
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(Skinner et al., 2010). These traditions are embedded in stories such as Farmer Boy and 
Understood Betsy and conserved on the pages. The affective capacity of these joyous scenes of 
abundance - even for readers who only experience these traditions through these stories – is 
amplified by the threat of loss. 
 The ability to endure speaks to a resilience and a sustainability lacking in dystopic 
modern fiction, which often hinges on jarring change and unrest. In The Story Girl, the family 
orchard, started by Grandfather King as a gift for his new bride, is given significant space and 
attention in the narrative:  
he had fenced off the big south meadow that sloped to the sun; it was the finest, most 
fertile field on the farm, and the neighbours told young Abraham King that he would 
raise many a fine crop of wheat in that meadow. Abraham King smiled and, being a 
man of few words, said nothing; but in his mind he had a vision of the years to be, and 
in that vision he saw, not rippling acres of harvest fold, but great, leafy avenues of 
wide-spreading trees laden with fruit to gladden the eyes of children and grandchildren 
yet unborn. (p. 8) 
 
Montgomery’s narrator tells us how trees are planted for every birth, and that Grandfather King 
“did not set his whole orchard out at once, for he wished it to grow with his life and history, 
and be bound up with all of good and joy that should come to his household” (p. 8). This 
gesture is more than an act of sentiment. There is both deep meaning and a keen sense of 
practicality in the actions of this man who was both forward-looking and who desired to be 
grounded in his history. The symbolic relation of his family to the fruiting trees offers a rooted 
sense of tradition and place, as well as kinship with the natural world.  
The idea of belonging to a region and being sustained from the food produced in this 
region seems antithetical to the deterritorialization of the contemporary, globalized world. 
Heidi offers a portrait of regionality that no longer exists. Set in the late 19th century in the 
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Swiss Alps, Johanna Spyri’s story of rural mountain life features the pastoral practice of 
shepherding and cheese-making and focuses more on animal husbandry than crop production. 
In capturing a vanished way of life and emphasizing the distinction between urban life in 
Germany and rural mountain life in Switzerland, Spyri provides insight into the anxieties and 
values of a world on the cusp of change. In terms of food, Heidi centres on subsistence-based 
methods and trade. Heidi watches her grandfather make the cheese that comprises their daily 
meals: “when the large round goat’s milk was made she enjoyed beyond measure looking on at 
this wonderful performance, and watching her grandfather as, with sleeves rolled back, he 
stirred the great cauldron with his bare arms” (p. 41-42). Heidi’s grandfather makes the cheese 
for both consumption and sale: he trades in the local village with the baker and the butcher for 
the bread and meat that round out their meals. Local foods and trade markets born of 
specialized labour reveal how food sovereignty manifests in these stories.  
 Depictions of butter-making in a number of the farm novels illustrate the multifaceted, 
interconnected nature of small-scale agriculture operating within local consumption and 
regional markets. In Farmer Boy, the process of butter-making is revealed nearly in its entirety, 
from the care and milking of the cows to the churning, depicted here:  
In the whitewashed cellar the big wooden barrel churn stood on its wooden legs, half 
full of cream. Almanzo turned the handle, and the churn rocked.  Inside it the cream 
went chug! Splash, chug! Splash. Almanzo had to keep rocking the churn till the 
chugging broke the cream into grains of butter swimming in buttermilk. Mother 
skimmed out the grainy butter and washed it in the round wooden butter-bowl. She 
washed every bit of buttermilk out of it, then she salted it, and packed the firm golden 
butter in her butter-tubs. (p. 199) 
Different details of butter-making are included in Understood Betsy and Caddie Woodlawn, 
providing variations on a theme and broad knowledge of the process:  
She looked into the churn as Aunt Abigail unscrewed the top, and saw the thick, sour 
cream particles separating into buttermilk and tiny golden particles. ‘It’s gathering, ‘ 
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said Aunt Abigail, screwing the lid back on. ‘Father’ll churn it a little more till it really 
comes. And you and I will scald the wooden butter things and get everything ready. (p. 
51) 
 
After churning, Betsy  
pulled out the plug from the bottom of the churn, and dodged back hastily to escape the 
gush of buttermilk spouting into the pail held by Aunt Abigail. And she poured the 
water in to wash the butter, and screwed on the top herself, and…swung the barrel back 
and forth six or seven times to swish the water all through the particles of butter. She 
even helped Aunt Abigail scoop out the great yellow lumps…[and] run the curiously 
shaped wooden butter worker back and forth over the butter, squeezing out the water, 
and then pile it up again with her wooden paddle into a mound of gold. (p. 52)  
 
This is followed by salting, patting, and moulding the butter into rounds.  
And finally, in Caddie Woodlawn, Carol Ryrie Brink’s 1935 fictionalized account of 
her grandmother’s life in 1869s Wisconsin, we see how 
Mrs. Woodlawn churned great quantities of butter, packed it and sealed it in brown 
stone jars, and set the jars away in rows in the cool box which Father had dug and built 
around the spring at the north of the house. There, with the cold spring water trickling 
around it, the butter kept fresh until cold weather came, and so they were sure of having 
butter all the year around. (p. 213)  
 
For contemporary readers accustomed to finding foil-wrapped butter in the dairy cooler of the 
grocery story, reading the details of butter-making and product storage will likely be a foreign 
experience. And in terms of availability, Brink illustrates the limits of butter-making from the 
past when a neighbour’s hogs break through the fence and knock the top of the box off and get 
into the jars, ruining the year’s butter. Because butter-making is a seasonal task, timed with a 
summertime surplus of milk, the task cannot be repeated that year, and the finite nature of food 
production in a regional context is established. In view of modern food production, where most 
consumers purchase butter without knowledge of how or where it is made, the ecocritical value 
of food produced in its historical and environmental context counters both the modern grocery 
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system and the proliferation of faux butters (called spreads) that have been emerging since the 
60s (Schleifer, 2012). 
Food is less of a commodity in these novels than in our current system and is free of the 
marketing that drives much contemporary food production. But a market culture is present. In 
Farmer Boy, the appearance of the New York potato buyers causes great excitement, and to 
prepare, the children spend three days harvesting potatoes and filling the bushel baskets, which 
Father takes to town, hauling as much as twenty miles in a day. When Father learns the price at 
which he can sell, he says to his children, “five hundred bushels at a dollar a bushel…I told you 
when potatoes were cheap last fall that they’d be high in the spring” (p. 117). The narrator tells 
us that “[t]hey were all proud of Father, who raised such good potatoes and knew so well when 
to store them and when to sell them” (p. 117). In a parallel scene, Almanzo’s mother sells her 
butter:  
The butter-buyer went down cellar, where the butter-tubs stood covered with clean 
white cloths. Mother took off the cloths, and the butter-buyer pushed his long steel 
butter-tester through the butter, to the bottom of the tub…Not one sample from all her 
tubs had a streak in it.  From top to bottom of every tub, Mother’s butter was all the 
same golden, firm, sweet butter. (p. 237-8) 
 
The family’s profit from their crops and food production lends to the perennial sense of 
abundance on the Wilder farm. And the cyclical nature of the markets ties them to the seasons 
in a way that has been rendered obsolete in a globalized market. Nowadays, food is produced, 
distributed, and purchased in an economic system driven by consumer desire, and the system is 
largely unfettered by ecological restraints. While the localized market systems in the novels are 
occasionally depicted as inconvenient, such as the year when there is no market for Mrs. 
Woodlawn’s hand-raised turkeys and she is forced to return home with them (resulting in her 
family growing weary of turkey meat), the overriding sense is one of ecological and economic 
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order rather than catastrophe or crisis, effectively countering the language of crisis in 
contemporary environmental and food discourses.  
Food Culture  
With the advent of globalization came political resistance to the way it altered regional 
food production and cuisine. The Slow Food Movement, which began in the 1980s as a 
response to the arrival of McDonalds in regions of Italy, is an eco-gastromic movement that 
connects the quality of food and drink to the health of farmers, economies and environments 
(Siniscalchi, 2013). Focused on local food traditions, regional cuisine, and actions such as 
heritage seed saving, the principles of the Slow Food Movement mirror those in many of my 
primary novels. The food culture inherent in these texts is about pleasure and tradition, not 
nutritionism and convenience, a position which speaks to the nostalgic push against modernity 
these narratives provide.  
The organizing principle supporting these values is the act of cooking. As a mode of 
expression by which culture is constructed, cooking can be regarded as a form of 
communication: “it is one of the languages of human culture by which cultures are constituted, 
both in their differences and mutual oppositions…[and] the art is cooking is structured like 
language and obeys the same structural and functional restraints” (Marin, 1989, p. 118). These 
restraints provide the codes required to participate in the rituals of food. Culture elaborates food 
“through its inclusion in cultural rituals, its purposes as a cultural signifier, its central position 
in the creation of culture” (Keeling and Pollard, 2012, p. 6).  In the food-centred novels of my 
analysis, this culture manifests in myriad ways, such as the preparing and partaking of special 
meals at particular times. Sunday dinners are a family-centred custom that has all but 
disappeared in the modern era. In Farmer Boy, Sunday dinner is a regularly observed event: 
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Mother sliced the hot rye’n-injun bread on the bread-board by her plate. Father’s spoon 
cut deep into the chicken-pie; he scooped out big pieces of thick crust and turned up 
their fluffy yellow under-sides on the plate. He poured gravy over them; he dipped up 
big pieces of tender chicken, dark and white meat sliding from the bones. He added a 
mound of baked beans and topped it with a quivering slice of fat pork. At the edge of 
the plate he piled dark-red beet pickles. And he handed the plate to Almanzo. Silently 
Almanzo ate it all. Then he ate a piece of pumpkin pie, and he felt very full inside. But 
he ate a piece of apple pie with cheese.  (p. 93-4) 
 
Both the range and the quality of the foods served at the Wilder family table are remarkable. 
All the foods are prepared the night before, as the family observes the Sabbath, which guides 
the types of foods that will be suitable. The cultural food codes intersect with religious codes, 
effectively entangling the material and the spiritual.  
 In Wilder’s story, however, the material reigns supreme, and what is most remarkable 
in the above passage is Almanzo’s appetite.  Mavis Reimer (2014) observes that 
the close association of well-fed children with a well-functioning society also means that 
children’s bodies are understood to register the health of their families and larger 
communities. Children with food allergies, anorexic and bulimic children, and fat 
children are figures that are read as symptoms of failed families, degraded environments, 
and/or a diseased civilization. (p.3) 
 
Read through this lens, Almanzo’s ability to sate his physical hunger signifies the health (and the 
relative wealth) of his family, as well as the larger agricultural and ecological health of the 
landscapes that produced this bounty. We are soothed by the depictions of plenitude, and 
Almanzo’s appetite seems warranted, given the scope of the labour he engages in throughout the 
story. His contribution to the meal in terms of farm labour translates to permissive consumption 
of the hard-earned victuals. Contemporary concerns about childhood obesity are absent in these 
stories, as is the problem of food waste. In tracing the current discomforts associated with 
overconsumption, Hertwerk (2018) recognizes the role of emotion in disordered relationships 
with food, and by association, food-producing landscapes:  
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affective overconsumption leads to the overuse of the land, materials, labor, and energy 
along the entire chain of production and as such marks food culture— and especially 
value- added processed foods that necessarily rely on paratext— to be an affective 
environmental problem. (p. 147)  
 
Apart from nostalgia on the part of the author and the reader – for the foods and fast metabolisms 
of childhood – Wilder’s depictions of consumption are unequivocal. The bodies of the child 
characters in these agricultural texts are depicted as strong, able, and driven by strong appetites. 
There is no dysfunction between the food and the bodies consuming it: hard work creates fields 
of plenty and bountiful tables, and consumption of the food produced is celebrated and 
encouraged, partially as a means of ensuring an ongoing and generative cycle of labour and 
consumption. 
Aside from preparing and eating the food, taking care with the presentation of the meal 
offers an extension of language, a ritualized means of expressing love and cultivating meaning.  
In Jane of Lantern Hill, the titular protagonist marks the first dinner in her new home on Prince 
Edward Island: 
Jane set the table with a red and white cloth like Mrs. Meade’s and the dishes dad had 
got at the five-and-ten. She went out to the neglected garden and picked a bouquet of 
bleeding-heart and June lilies for the centre. There was nothing to hold them, but Jane 
found a rusty old tin can somewhere, swathed it in a green silk scarf she had dug out of 
her trunk…and arranged her flowers in it. She cut and buttered bread, she made tea and 
fried the sausages. (p. 81) 
 
In terms of food, the dinner is a homely one, but Jane amplifies its significance with aesthetic 
attention, effectively engaging all the senses in an act of sentiment. 
Much of the work surrounding cooking and meal preparation is done by female 
characters in these novels. In acknowledging the gendered nature of the work in the 19th and 20th 
centuries, Symons (1995) traces the “cult of domesticity” promoted in much classic children’s 
literature for girls (What Katy Did, Little House on the Prairie, Little Women, Anne of Green 
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Gables). These gendered depictions can shape the ways in which nostalgia is navigated, and 
older female readers, in looking back to the beloved books of their childhood, can experience the 
tensions between their progressive contemporary selves and the traditions they are faced with in 
these stories. As Lynn Spigel (2013) notes, “paradoxically, in the postfeminist age there is 
considerable nostalgia for prefeminism” (p. 271). In an attempt to understand and perhaps justify 
my own complicated responses to the gendered nostalgia in these texts, I have focused on their 
cultural and environmental contexts, and on how the ecologies of the home mirror the ecologies 
of the larger food culture. Arguably, the most gendered and the most celebrated domestic spaces 
in these texts are the kitchens, particularly in Understood Betsy and Jane of Lantern Hill. After 
living on Putney Farm for nearly a year, Betsy conveys how much the kitchen means to her, 
saying, ”Isn’t this the loveliest place?”  as she “[looks] about her at the white curtains, the bright 
flowers, the southern sunshine, the bookcases, and the bright cooking utensils. It was all full to 
the brim to her eyes with happiness. She forgot entirely that she had thought it a very poor, 
common kind of room when she had first seen it” (p. 201). This is the place where she is 
inculcated into the rhythms and tasks of family life, and where she develops her cookery skills. 
The potato and apple dishes are her responsibility in the family meals, and by story’s end, she 
has learned to make apple pie and brown betty, revealing how far she has come in her journey to 
becoming a healthy, capable child. The kitchen echoes the order of the farm and signifies the site 
of transformation, both of foodstuffs and those who make and consume them, casting a nostalgic 
glow that softens the gendered nature of the work. Likewise, in Jane of Lantern Hill, we see this 
order paralleled: “The supper table was spread in a spotless kitchen where all the big windows 
were filled with flowering geraniums and begonias with silver-spotted leaves. ‘I like kitchens,’ 
thought Jane” (p. 67). As affective spaces, the kitchens in these stories offer a brand of nostalgia 
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that is rooted in domestic ecology, and that serves as an antidote to the contemporary erosion of 
food culture.  
 Feeding the nuclear family is only part of the food culture depicted in these novels. In 
acknowledging the multiple purposes of food in children’s literature, Maria Nikolajeva (1991) 
notes, “It can be the central symbol of security, in the first place by its connection with home. 
Further, it can be a symbol of community, of belonging to a certain group” (p. 16). Jane’s 
eventual full integration into her rural community is signalled by her inclusion in a jam and 
pickle shower for a new bride. The implied rules of this shower indicate Jane must make the 
jams and pickles herself, a task she is prepared for after months of culinary trial-and-error and 
recipe collection within her community. The shower falls near the end of the book, signifying a 
rite of passage. In a transcribed interview on kinship, community, and consciousness, Richard 
Powers says, “We have to escape the life of commodity and replace it with the life of 
community” (Emergence Magazine, 2020).  In relation to the embedded community-building in 
Jane’s story, the function of food within this paradigm shift aligns with Haraway’s assertion of 
kinship, in which her purpose is “to make “kin” mean something other/more than entities tied by 
ancestry or genealogy” (p. 102).  Food creates bonds: In Strawberry Girl, at the all-day church 
dinner 
[t]he women opened their baskets and spread out their rations, all the delicious dishes of 
the Florida backwoods. There was food for everybody – fried chicken, rabbit, squirrel, 
ham, sweet potatoes, cowpeas, grits and gravy, cakes and pies, cornbread and biscuit and 
plenty of cane syrup. Everybody ate heartily, laughed and joked, and talked in loud 
voices. (p. 42) 
 
 Community dinners such as this enforce Katz’s belief that “[t]he experience of food is universal 
and its psychological and social implications rich and generative” (1980, p. 198).  
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Hospitality is equally vital to community building in a number of these rural stories. In 
Strawberry Girl, the narrator reports that  
[c]ompany, even passing strangers, always stayed for meals. The dentist stayed for 
supper and ate a big meal of vegetables in “pot likker,” sweet potatoes, biscuit and 
syrup and watermelon. He told stories all evening. He made the Boyers almost forget 
how hot it was. (p. 75) 
 
 Likewise, when a travelling minister passes through the Boyer’s region, he is invited to stay: 
“The dinner which Mrs. Boyer cooked was delicious, with fried chicken and all the trimmings 
– turnip and mustard greens, sweet potatoes, peach preserves, blackberry jelly and pickles, grits 
and gravy, biscuit and crackling cornbread” (p. 175). Scenes such as these speak to a culture of 
hospitality that connects people beyond the family structure and creates larger networks of 
belonging.  
 These agricultural narratives emphasize the value of learning the rules that govern these 
foodways and the skills to participate in them, which could, as my ecocritical analysis suggests, 
function as guidebooks or maps to food in the past for contemporary readers. And as Carolyn 
Daniel (2006) argues, children especially “must learn all sorts of rules about food and 
eating…Food events in children’s literature are clearly intended to teach children how to be 
human” (p. 12). During an attempt to cook a full meal unassisted by adults, the children in The 
Story Girl are faced with their shortcomings: “Beverly King,” suddenly cried Felicity, who had 
been peering into a pot, “you’ve gone and put the turnips on to boil whole just like the 
potatoes!” (p. 95). The mock severity of this transgression supplies a comedic tone to Bev’s 
plight, but it also underscores the serious business of learning to cook (and eat) well. Pollan 
(2006) writes, “Our culture codifies the rules of wise eating in an elaborate structure of taboos, 
rituals, recipes, manners, and culinary traditions that keep us from having to reenact the 
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omnivore’s dilemma at every meal” (p. 4). The food traditions embedded in these agricultural 
stories are grounded in complex cultural constructions designed to both anchor and propagate 
the people performing them. Hertweck (2018) writes, “Food today is the sum of the language 
and textual apparatuses we construct not only to help us remember what is simply edible but to 
consider more carefully whether or not we are eating well” (p. 136). (In an effort to promote 
strong ties to our food-producing environments, I would extend his statement to include that we 
consider more carefully if we are growing well). Acquiring the skills to cook well and therefore 
eat well is, for Betsy and for Jane, a joyful undertaking, and the ability to cook well is a source 
of self-esteem. Betsy is proud to serve her aunt the food she has learned to cook on the farm, 
and for Jane, “[f]rom the very first her biscuits were never soggy or her roast underdone” (p. 
85). In terms of how food culture informs food security, the developing concerns over trends in 
consumer deskilling point to the recognition of the vital role that culinary skills play in cultural 
and environmental contexts. The more established the food traditions of a region, the higher the 
chances that region has of sidestepping the environmental devastation indicative of industrial 
agriculture.  
Bridging the gaps 
 In his work on the geography of nostalgia, Alastair Bonnett (2015) counters the 
longstanding belief that nostalgia is a Western creation. By drawing on examples from India and 
China, he articulates how “newly confidant histories and lineages of nostalgic ‘recall’ are now at 
work in the world; histories and lineages that have to be taken seriously rather than being 
demoted to forms of resistance to, or divergence from, a standard Western narrative” (p.11). His 
ideas can be applied to First Nations literature, where the eco-nostalgia at the heart of narratives 
such as Louise Erdrich’s The Birchbark House reveals not just a loss or longing, but a deep 
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affirmation of the land-based cultures portrayed in these stories, the details of which are 
discussed in depth in Chapter Four. Botanist Robin Wall Kimmerer (2013) reiterates this 
affirmation as she weaves the vital role of food and the abundance of the land throughout her 
monograph on Indigenous ecological knowledge in Braiding Sweetgrass. But the loss is there, 
and with it, the yearning of nostalgia: in his reporting on Native American foraging traditions, 
Gary Paul Nabhan (1997) speaks with a member of the O’odham tribe in Arizona who doesn’t 
glorify the hard work of desert subsistence, but who feels the foods of her youth – steamed 
succulent plants in earthen pits, cactus fruit boiled down to jam or syrup, meat roasted over an 
open fire, and wild legumes – are foods of value, and foods that had been lost and replaced with 
low-quality Western foods that created a diabetes epidemic amongst her people. This is part of 
the story of food that is often left out.  
The Birchbark House by Erdrich provides a counternarrative to the dominant settler story 
of colonization. Set in mid the 1800s in what is now the region of Lake Superior, the story 
follows a young Ojibwe girl and her family as they deal with the consequences of settler contact. 
The story is full of tension and threat, but it is also rich in the depiction of sustainable, traditional 
Indigenous food practices that exemplify local, seasonal eating: 
When the birds were ready to roast, Mama packed them close together along with the 
wild onion bulbs and then pressed rich, steambed mulch carefully around them…As the 
birds cooked, bits of steam broke through tiny cracks in the mud and scented the air with 
a delicious fragrance. A few ripe ears of corn, blueberries, and a strong tea of wintergreen 
made the rest of the feast. (p. 60) 
 
Indigenous literature should be read in its own right and not just as a counternarrative. But in 
teaching the story of food, finding texts that counter the dominant, colonial narrative are vital. 
Reconciliation must be regenerative if it is to succeed, and settler stories must be read critically 
and in historical context.  In reading Indigenous literature alongside pastoral, colonial texts, we 
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can perhaps remedy the ignorance and denial that inhibit reconciliation and decolonization 
efforts (Hardwick, 2015).  
The biggest problems with agriculture-based narratives from the past are the hidden 
histories or absences – these stories aren’t whole, and their oftentimes sexist, classist, and racist 
frameworks can undermine their ecological and agricultural value. But if these texts are analysed 
as part of a triangulation of past, present, and predictive narratives, and with intercultural 
considerations, gaining fluency in the whole story of food – a cornerstone of food literacy –  
becomes more possible. Colonial texts told from a settler perspective can be full of racial 
tensions and troubling absences, where authors write over the existing peoples and cultures, as so 
many writers of that era did, and continue to do. But there is another story in these narratives, 
too: a story about pre-industrial agriculture; about soil health and fertility, animal husbandry, 
labouring with the land and producing abundant food; and about sustainable, organic practices 
before the concept became a trend. Because the story of food is complex and multifaceted, so 
should be the narrative and pedagogical approach: one story cannot embody or represent the 
whole story of food. But in using diverse stories, a more robust food literacy can be developed, 
historically, ecologically, and geographically.  
Despite the different worldviews they portray, Farmer Boy and The Birchbark House 
contain unexpected parallels around food culture, and remarkable detail of these cultures. The 
scene in which the young Omakaya helps prepare a moose hide for moccasins is echoed in the 
scene where Almanzo’s father and the hired hand skin a cow so that the hide comes off in one 
piece, which they will put away to make shoes for the family, revealing unexpected common 
ground. As standalone texts, they offer just one story. Side by side, a conversation can begin. 
Our history cannot be changed but it should not be erased. We need to teach context: What did 
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the land look like before contact? What were the land-based cultures and practices like?  How 
did our ancestors live? How did other people’s ancestors live? And so the larger question is: Can 
history offer us solutions to contemporary issues? Can stories? These questions guide the next 
chapter, which explores the role these narratives play in critical food pedagogy. Illuminating the 
places where these stories overlap is where I believe we can find productive common ground. 
This is where we can begin the process of regeneration, moving away from our fragments, and 
ceasing a piecemeal approach to learning, not by avoiding the difficult parts of our stories but by 
approaching them differently. 
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CHAPTER FOUR - Teaching the Story of Food: Pedagogical Approaches to Food Literacy 
Using Narrative 
“Narrative…is a means for making sense of the world.” Alexa Weik von Mossner 
“I always have imagined food to be the answer.” Alice Waters 
 
Introduction: The role of education in cultivating comprehension 
In Chapter Two, I located three central concerns with our food system: the way we grow 
our food; the way we distribute our food; and the way we eat. In Chapter Three, I applied 
ecocritical analysis to texts from the past to establish their eco-nostalgic value, which helped me 
identify how an affective, historical approach to food security can work within a contemporary 
food context. In Chapter Four, I explore how these old-fashioned farm stories can be used to 
address contemporary issues within environmental education. The guiding question of this 
chapter on food pedagogy is: what might it look like if these texts were used in contemporary 
classrooms as counternarratives to the industrial food system, and what are the conditions that 
would allow this?  
The aim in developing a food pedagogy and curriculum is to fill in the gaps in food 
knowledge and foster connections between literary and literal landscapes, promoting fluency in 
and familiarity with the whole story of food, which is central to food literacy. Utilizing the 
pedagogical potential of historical food-based narratives is how I propose to achieve this food 
literacy. Cultivating critical readings of environmental agricultural literature from the past could 
foster a deeper engagement with existing farm/food programs in schools, emphasizing the 
overall value of interdisciplinary education.  The role of education in promoting environmentally 
responsible behaviour is clearly established (Chawla & Cushing, 2007; Orr, 1992; Kaplan, 
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2000). In acknowledging the human role in the disordering of ecosystems, Orr (2004) asserts that 
“the ecological crisis is in every way a crisis of education” (p. x).  But he is clear that it is 
“education of a certain kind, that will save us (1994, p. 8).  His writings expose the flaw in 
curriculum design that separates subjects, linking the fragmentary approach in education to 
ecological crisis.  
Food pedagogies: Review of education models 
Though eating is rooted in pedagogy (Sumner, 2008), as evidenced by the proliferation of 
environmental education programs incorporating food into their curriculum in recent years, 
children generally learn about food from a piecemeal approach. Stone (2005) critiques 
fragmentary learning and argues that “the nutrition-related health crisis of the past few years can 
be traced to schools’ attempts to educate whole children through fragmented programs, policies, 
and practices” (p. 241). Many of these programs seek to address issues specifically related to 
human health, such as the rise in childhood obesity, with the direct purpose of governing 
behaviour, particularly in terms of health education (Leahy & Wright, 2016; Priyadharshini & 
Carrington, 2016), with a focus on so-called good and bad foods (Bosc, 2014; Guthman, 2013; 
Elliott & Hore, 2016). Berry’s (2001) approach to remedying this fragmentation hinges on the 
concept of “solving for pattern”, a systems-based mode of thought. He recognizes that “our 
agricultural dilemma is characteristic not of our agriculture but of our time”, in that so often the 
“side effects” of so-called solutions create other problems. As an alternative to the piecemeal 
approach, some food pedagogies seek to strengthen the inherent interdisciplinarity of food and 
education, guided by the idea that “[e]ating is about nourishing the body, and education is about 
nourishing the mind” (Holt, 2002, p. 59). Alice Water’s Edible Schoolyard Project is emblematic 
of such pedagogies and has provided a template for other food programs that incorporate the 
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principles of experiential, place-based learning within the context of multiple disciplines. 
Waters’ “edible education” originated at Berkeley’s Martin Luther King Jr. Elementary School, 
where students grow food in the school garden and learn to prepare these foods in the school 
kitchen. In the process, they gain a more interdisciplinary understanding of the food system and 
hone their food literacy skills: 
Learning how food gets from seed to table requires some understanding of fundamental 
natural processes – energy flows, nutrient cycles, how one organism’s waste becomes 
another’s food. It also requires an understanding of the relationship of educational, 
agricultural, economic, social, and political systems. (Stone, 2005, p. 228) 
 
As well, Waters advocates for a farm-to-school educational model that provides school lunches 
to students in K-12 programs, and that acknowledges “the health and wellness of children, 
farmers, farmworkers, and school food service workers while addressing climate change through 
carbon sequestering farming practices” (“The Edible Schoolyard Project”), effectively 
reinforcing the interconnected social and environmental dimensions of food. This type of holistic 
place-based learning emphasizes the multifaceted nature of food systems that are grounded in the 
specific attributes of place, and that connect place with the self and the larger community 
(Woodhouse and Knapp, 2000). A growing number of elementary schools are following Waters’ 
model and incorporating school gardens into their curricula with the aim of fostering 
experiential, transformative connections between the students and their food-producing 
environments.  
Swan and Flowers (2015) expand the boundaries of food studies and education, tracing 
developments and delineations within the field to form a foundation for food pedagogy that 
informs my conceptual framework. They use food pedagogy to frame the analyses of a number 
of processes, from the diversification of food curricula to the increase in new food pedagogues to 
the shift in food knowledge and expertise. The expansion of food pedagogy caused a shift from 
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traditional classroom learning and enabled farms, gardens, mass media, museums, social 
networking platforms, and kitchens to become pedagogical sites. This expansion has created a 
range of interdisciplinary opportunities, but not all food-based pedagogical approaches are equal 
in their efficacy. As articulated by Wever (2015), “some food-based education programs may not 
impart a critical perspective to students and may instead teach a non-critical form of food 
literacy” (p. 1), one in which the dominant food paradigm is accepted at face value rather than 
questioned. As this project operates on the acknowledged unsustainability of the industrial food 
system, a pedagogy that does not critique this system is supporting it by default: “education can 
teach the learner to adopt a critical perspective on their society, or it can reinforce the dominant 
paradigms and norms and serve to perpetuate existing societal power structures” (p. 32). A 
critical food pedagogy “that discourages acceptance of the status quo and encourages critique of 
our unsustainable food system and the creation of alternatives that are more environmentally, 
socially and economically sustainable” is the path forward proposed by Wever and Sumner 
(2016).  Such a pedagogy ensures that all aspects of food production within the industrial system 
are questioned, from who is growing and harvesting the food to the impacts of the production on 
both human and ecological health, with the purpose of the critique being an unveiling of the 
“hidden process, systems, and power that are necessary to perpetuate the paradigm of industrial 
food” (Wever, 2015, p. 33). Using children’s literature in the context of a critical food 
pedgagogy requires applying overtly political frameworks to relatively conservative narratives. 
These stories challenge the industrial food system by providing a counternarrative to the 
dominant food paradigm, which arguably is the task of critical food pedagogies: eating is a 
political act (as well as a social, environmental, cultural, and economic act) (Sumner, 2008). 
Reading about food can also be a political act. 
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Achieving the necessary paradigm shift to more sustainable cultural practices includes 
environmental education models that incorporate slow pedagogies. Holt’s (2005) proposal of 
“slow schooling” as a remedy for the problems created by a fast food culture draws from tenets 
of the Slow Food movement: “‘slow’ has become a metaphor for a particular approach to 
practical problems” (p. 60).  He endorses “a philosophical approach, a respect for complexity 
and community, and making moral choices” as the crucial aspects of slow school pedagogy, 
ideas that are echoed by Payne and Wattchow (2009), who feel “the fast, take-away, virtual, 
globalized download/uptake versions of electronic pedagogy” are supplanting the authentic, 
immersive learning experiences that environmental education strives for: “All too often, the 
alleged environmental or outdoor experience is squeezed in according to pre-determined learning 
objectives, and is unable to inform or reflect on what occurs in the classroom, or school, or 
home, or in the everyday” (p. 16-17). Granting time for reflection is key, particularly with a 
narrative approach in which the messages need time to percolate, a phenomenon of delay that 
Breunig refers to as latent behavioural change (p. 169).  Drawing from an obvious agricultural 
metaphor, ideas will seed and produce when ready. Though technology has the potential to 
empower learning and offer unique learning experiences and assessments (Istance & Kools, 
2013), increasingly abstract pedagogies that incorporate fast technology are arguably less able 
than slower pedagogies to bridge disciplines and experiences within them, exacerbating the 
disconnect at the core of the ecological crisis. Treating eco-nostalgic narratives as pedagogical 
sites aligns with the slow schooling Holt promotes.  
Children’s literature and environmental education 
Discourse on the efficacy of integrating children’s literature into science and 
environmental education curricula both legitimates and critiques the approach (Butzow & 
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Butzow, 2000; Eggerton, 1996; Lintner, 2010; Royce & Wiley, 1996; Smardo, 1982). Concern 
that some fictional narratives are “faking nature” – that is, depicting nature in a sentimentalized 
and anthropomorphized way – leads to questions of which texts to include and how to evaluate 
them (Eggerton, 1996; Reid at al., 2010; Christenson, 2009). The ‘Disneyfication’ of nature is a 
prominent feature in children’s culture, essentially extending idealized depictions of the natural 
world. Such stories often promote the domestication of wilderness and its inhabitants. And some 
stories do not foster healthy, generative relationships between human and non-human life: the 
dominant Western narrative “that the world was made for man and man was destined to conquer 
and rule [is] a tragic scenario that excludes other stories and reduces a rich and varied ecosystem 
in the direction of monoculture” (Cheney as cited in Reid at al., 2010, p. 433). But the most 
persistent concern appears to be that these fictionalized portrayals of the environment sanitize 
reality (for example, by removing death from the narrative) and can lead to an ecological 
foundation built on misinformation (Eggerton, 1996; Marsh & Fazio, 2006). As my argument 
centres on the integration of fictional narratives into environmental education curricula, 
particularly narratives that can be viewed as idealized, it is important to counter these critiques.  
In exploring the eco-pedagogical potential of children’s literature, I identified a range of 
arguments in support of the integration of fiction in science curricula, many of which position the 
two disciplines non-hierarchically and as mutually relevant in elementary-level learning. Wason-
Ellam (2010) documents how exploring place-based experience through children’s literature in 
an integrated curriculum that includes field walks, art, photography, and dialogue with peers 
aligns with Dewey’s notion that authentic learning comes from children being engaged in real-
world activities and problem-solving. Children’s literature gives young readers the opportunity 
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“to form bridges between their own internal lives and what is happening in the environment 
around them and the world beyond” (Bradbery, 2013; Medress, 2008).  
But reading as an isolated activity is not sufficient (Wason-Ellam, 2010). Children need 
to dialogue, inquire and respond to story with their peers and teachers in order to develop beliefs, 
values, and practices (Bahktin, 1981). Fischer names one such mode of processing as layering, in 
which child readers reenact scenes and places, reimagine and animate fictional landscapes within 
real world contexts, which highlights the value of place-based learning in interdisciplinary 
contexts. Navigating the connection between literary landscapes and literal spaces requires acts 
of imagination, of being able to locate oneself within a literary space such as a forest and 
experiencing a cognitive connection to literal forests: each forest informs and shapes the other, 
and both are real. Readers are transported to fictional landscapes, and “the experience[s] of 
existing in a fictional landscape precede or linger beyond the act of reading” (Fischer, 2017, p. 
1481). Reading stories about making maple syrup, fishing for trout or picking apples in a family 
orchard create “moments of stillness, moments of intersection, moments of enlightenment, and 
moments of shared inquiry” for the reader (Wason-Ellam, 2010). The lived experience of the text 
does not supplant literal outdoor experiences but rather enhances them. As the goal of place-
based education is awareness (Fischer, 2017), critically thinking about place could result in the 
development of environmental consciousness (p. 280). Children’s literature “can be used as a 
powerful tool to help even the youngest citizens become aware of the need to assume 
responsibility for creating and enjoying a sustainable future through global citizenship” via 
investigation and evaluation (Bradbery, 2013, p. 221). And Reid et al. (2010) recognize that 
children’s literature “has a pedagogical place in the positive social construction of 
intergenerational ethics”, a position that speaks to sustainability education (p. 429). The 
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ecological values embedded in narratives, whether they be contemporary or historical, can 
effectively expand the reader’s sense of place and connect them to past, present and future places 
and place-based cultures.  
Food narratives as pedagogical sites 
My ecocritical analysis in Chapter Three points to the nature of (and in) the food in these 
stories: it is connected to the land. In this chapter, I demonstrate how this eco-pedagogy can be 
embedded in a food curriculum using eco-nostalgic texts from the past to critically examine 
depictions of food and connect them to students’ lives. Because the modern eater faces a crisis of 
identity that “comes from a rupture from the past, a separation from nature, and a replacement of 
the concrete with the abstract” (Abarca, 2016, p. 222), finding ways to help young readers 
ground and locate themselves within historical narratives becomes a pedagogical imperative.  
Rationale for selection of texts 
To demonstrate how to map this food history, I chose three central texts from Chapter 
Two’s ecocritical analysis: Louise Erdrich’s The Birchbark House, Carol Ryrie Brink’s Caddie 
Woodlawn, and Laura Ingalls Wilder’s Farmer Boy. All three narratives take place in North 
America in roughly the same time period (mid 1800s), and together, they offer three different 
historical perspectives. Caddie Woodlawn tells the story of pioneers living alongside Native 
Americans at a time when racial tensions were high, and Brink’s depiction of Indigenous people 
is deeply flawed in its use of stereotypes and outdated racial terminology. While it is difficult to 
reconcile the prejudices embedded in this narrative with modern social consciousness, these 
problematic depictions provide a snapshot of the roots of the ongoing racism that pervades our 
culture, and a possible entry point for decolonizing the classroom, an idea I explore more later.  
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Farmer Boy tells a different version of the settler story. At the core of the conflict 
between settler and Indigenous cultures is/was tension over land use: settlers worked to turn 
traditional food production lands into agricultural land (Fisher as cited in Turner, 2014). In 
Wilder’s narrative, there is a near total absence of references to Indigenous peoples and cultures. 
Wilder has written them out of the story, written them off the land. In her narrative, Indigenous 
peoples are in the past. The myth of America as a land of plenty, there for the taking, is 
emphasized with nationalistic sentiment: “All the way from here west was Indian country, and 
Spanish and French and English country. It was farmers that took all that country and made it 
America” (p. 189). The propaganda pushing immigration from Europe to North America gave 
the impression of a vast and empty land that needed cultivating, and unlimited abundance and 
opportunity. The presence of Indigenous people and cultures was regarded as an impediment to 
the notion of progress built into colonial mandates, a presence that was disregarded “despite 
thousands of years of Indigenous engagement in sustainable land-based practices” (Hardwick, 
2015, p. 104). The development of agriculture in existing First Nations food-producing 
environments disrupted traditional harvesting and other food practices, which effectively 
disrupted Indigenous culture. The settler ways of being on the land are fundamentally 
incongruous with Indigenous ways. With The Birchbark House, we are given insight into the 
Indigenous perspective. Erdrich’s novel focuses on Indigenous ways of life, but conveys some of 
the consequences of settler contact for the Anishinabe people, including smallpox outbreaks and 
the pressure of newcomers on the land.  
Alongside the racial prejudices and tensions in these three narratives is the story of food, 
which is the focal point of my discussion. Together, these stories offer a window into different 
ecological realities, “a means to reconnect with the past” (Abarca, 2016, p. 224). In the context 
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of environmental education, Adrien Rainbow (2012) outlines that “a specific aesthetic text is 
needed to represent an appropriate vehicle for positive change in environmental discourse and to 
be an ecopedagogical vehicle for consilience” (p. 96). His criteria for ecotexts is that they be 
scientifically accurate, political, challenging to consumer capitalism and neoliberalism, and 
interdisciplinary, among other features. As well, they need to enchant and invigorate the reader. 
My ecocritical investigation of the narratives outlined above helped establish criteria for their 
selection as eco-texts within Rainbow’s parameters, particularly in terms of their scientific 
accuracy: the depictions of food production, whether agricultural or subsistence, operate along 
the principles of ecology. The four seasons provide the narrative framework for The Birchbark 
House, and cultural ties to the land are highlighted with survival and sustenance being directly 
derived from the land: the story conveys how food production and collection in the growing 
months enables the family to survive the winters; Farmer Boy is structured around one full year, 
and seasonal farm tasks such as preparing the fields for planting in spring and harvesting the 
crops in the autumn map the narrative; and in Caddie Woodlawn, much of the year-long story is 
shaped by seasonal food-producing activities that relate directly to the landscape, such as 
berrying and bird-hunting. These narratives mirror real-world contexts, and all three authors 
draw from their histories: Brink has fictionalized her grandmother’s life, Wilder draws from her 
husband’s boyhood, and Erdrich’s story is her attempt to trace her family’s history. The political 
backdrops to these narratives are subtly embedded in each, revealing major historical moments 
such as the assassination of Lincoln in Caddie Woodlawn, and interactions with mission priests 
in The Birchbark House. 
In terms of food production, they depict different ways of negotiating and resisting the 
consumer capitalism mentioned by Rainbow (and which were identified in Chapter Two): the 
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economies in these stories are based partly on trade and barter, and partly on market sales, with 
an emphasis on ethical practices. In Caddie Woodlawn, Brink reveals an ecological approach to 
farming based on sufficiency: during the seasonal migration of passenger pigeons, Caddie’s 
father says to his hired men, “There is not much grain left in the fields now. Drive the birds off 
and keep them from doing harm as well as you can, but don’t kill more than we can eat. There is 
moderation in all things” (p. 30). These birds were hunted to extinction because other settlers did 
not share this approach. In Farmer Boy, Almanzo learns the value of money when he asks his 
father for a nickel to buy lemonade at a fair. Rather than lecture his son on wasteful choices, Mr. 
Wilder gives Almanzo a half-dollar and helps him connect it to the work: a half dollar is the 
market value for half a bushel of potatoes, which is the product of much labour: spreading 
manure, plowing, harrowing, planting, hoeing repeatedly, digging, storing in the cellar, and 
tending over the winter to ensure there is no rot. When Almanzo remembers how much work 
goes into the crop, he is less inclined to want to buy lemonade. Instead, he buys a sucking pig 
that will produce a litter of pigs worth four or five dollars apiece. And in The Birchbark House, 
the family avoids starvation one particularly long, harsh winter by killing a deer. But despite 
their desperation, the father is careful to perform sacred rituals before he takes the deer’s life as a 
way of honouring the sacrifice. All these experiences are future-oriented: taking what is needed, 
valuing what you have, and thinking to what you and others will need down the road are 
grounded in the ethics of ecological practice.  
  These ecotexts from the past counter the dominant industrial food narrative of a system 
that operates on economic mandates rather than ecological principles. They also counter the 
crisis-laden language that frames this environmentally destructive system. Though nostalgia is 
commonly regarded as an adult response to the past, the eco-nostalgic language of these 
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narratives may still engage younger readers, though they likely will not have literal connections 
to such landscapes as this from Caddie Woodlawn: 
One April afternoon [Caddie] went by herself to gather flowers in the woods. The 
mourning doves had come back and they were making a little sad refrain through the 
singing of the pines. The buckets hung empty on the sugar maple trees, for the syrup 
season was ended. There were some new pine slashings that filled the air with perfume. 
Like the birch smoke and the smell of clover, the pine smell was a Wisconsin smell, and 
because she loved them so, they were a part of Caddie Woodlawn. (p. 205)  
 
Nostalgia and idealization are at play here, creating a yearning to be immersed in a bucolic past, 
and to identify with the beauty of the natural world. Such passages offer respite from 
contemporary environmental issues, as well as a sense of how the world used to be, effectively 
countering the language of crisis that pervades contemporary food discourse. Sensory moments 
create a similar yearning in this passage from The Birchbark House, where “sacred drums were 
sounding. The sound of the drums called people to the good life, a way of kindness, love, and 
deep respect for all that lived” (p. 209-10). To live harmoniously in an untarnished landscape 
with strong cultural ties may appear overly idealized, but these eco-nostalgic narratives navigate 
the whimsy and catastrophe outlined by Maclear (2018) in her viewing of Miyazaki’s films. 
Precariousness and pleasure intermingle in these stories. In Farmer Boy, there are few wild 
strawberries to harvest because a late frost killed the first blossoms. But this ecological reality is 
followed by a joyful scene in which Almanzo finds a few berries, “clustered under their green 
leaves, [and] he couldn’t help eating some. He snipped off the green twigs of wintergreen and ate 
them, too. And he nibbled with his teeth the sweet-sour woodsorrel’s stems, right up to their frail 
lavender blossoms” (p. 167). Like Caddie, Almanzo is merging with his landscape in a way that 
may seem foreign to most contemporary readers, but that rings with appeal. And though there are 
fewer berries this particular year, his mother makes strawberries and cream for dessert. 
Immediately following the mention of this scrumptious treat, agricultural concerns take the 
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forefront: the cool weather worries Father as the corn is growing slowly. Sure enough, that night 
the family must hand-water acres of corn plants to save the crop from frost. Catastrophe is 
averted, but the narrative makes clear how closely peril accompanies pleasure.  
These are some of the ways that eco-nostalgic texts function as a form of ecotext, and 
how they can be used to enhance food literacy: by pinpointing ecological and agricultural 
moments that provide historical reference points for the way things used to be. They map the 
past and help us position ourselves in relation to it, bringing the past to life for contemporary 
child readers and fostering multiple literacies along the way, all the while countering the 
language of crisis that pervades contemporary environmental literature for children. Referencing 
Felman and Laub, Tonya K. Davidson (2013) writes, “Storytelling is both an intra-generational 
bridge, a means of forging understandings of other times and places, and a solitary ontological 
endeavour, to which there are witnesses” (p. 50). Because the environmental issues surrounding 
industrial food production can be overwhelming, these eco-nostalgic stories create space for 
reflection, conversation, and respite, all of which can help readers navigate difficult ecological 
realities.  
The role of emotion in pedagogy 
As articulated by the OECD, “[e]motion and cognition operate seamlessly in the brain to 
guide learning” (Dumont et al., 2010, p. 4), a pairing that is especially cogent in narrative terms. 
Fischer (2017) inventories the capacity of fiction to foster “sensitivities of place through 
aesthetic readings that are felt and experienced” (p. 1479), citing the work of researchers such as 
Dewan (2010), Dobrin and Kidd (2004), and Egoff (1988), among others. Emphasis is placed on 
emotion as well as intellect (Bradbery, 2013; Fischer, 2017; Gaard, 2009), and emotionally, “a 
child reader in a readerly landscape develops particular sensibilities that support and promote a 
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love of place” (Fischer, p. 1480). Wason-Ellam (2010) defines the types of narratives that best 
support this environmental sensibility as “[d]escriptive texts layered with illustrations, narratives, 
poetry, or photographs [that] become the pedagogical pivot points as children visually and 
textually experience stories about outdoor activities that could possibly sensitize them to care for 
other [natural] places” (p. 282). 
How are eco-nostalgic texts from the past a cogent point of entry for conversations about 
food security?  And how can they be applied to critical food pedagogy? The story of slow food is 
embedded in these narratives. Holt (2006) writes, “Fast food is about a recipe; slow food is about 
a story” (p. 62). The labour and the place-based practices that support the cultures represented in 
these texts counter the fast food cultures that have been developing since World War II, when 
packaged, frozen and canned foods popped up alongside drive-through restaurants and chains 
such as McDonald’s. Fast food has supplanted longstanding food cultures and deskilled 
consumers: “fast-food values permeate our homes, our institutions, and particularly our 
schools…they fly in the face of thousands of years of human experience growing, preparing, and 
eating as central expressions of life and community” (Waters, 2005, p. 53). These texts offer a 
window into a world before food was so heavily modified, and where food is central to 
community. Omakayas’ family works together to prepare for winter, gutting, drying, and 
smoking fish, and filling their winter food cache with meat, wild rice, maple sugar cones, and 
dried berries, just as Almanzo and his family share the tasks of growing and preparing food for 
the winter. And while these food-producing landscapes and food cultures are sometimes 
idealized, if read regeneratively (that is, critically and with an understanding of context), the 
reasons driving this idealization are unveiled. In my exploration of nostalgia, we see that shifts 
and ruptures have been occurring throughout human history, and that idealization is often a 
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signpost to these shifts – a way of holding on, preserving, sustaining the status quo. The 
perceived challenges we face now have been shared in different forms and degrees by our 
ancestors, a realization that could help bring the past closer. Reading this passage from Erdrich’s 
narrative, the embedded nostalgia feels like a justifiable means of holding on to precious 
experiences: 
As it grew dark, the family ate makuks of moose stew and fresh greens and berries, licked 
their fingers and bowls clear, and at last rolled themselves into warm, fluffy rabbit-skin 
blankets that still smelled of the cedary smoke of their winter cabin. They were glad to be 
close to fire, sleeping on soft, grassy earth, under leafy sky, and best of all, near water. 
They fell asleep to the peaceful, curious, continual lapping sound of waves. (p. 12) 
 
The security of this passage, and the sensory satisfaction it conveys, are rooted in nostalgia, and 
preserved in perpetuity via Erdrich’s narrative. 
 Following Davidson’s (2013) notion of “the capacity of nostalgia to offer an alternative, 
affective reading of history” (p. 8), food in narratives can be a pathway to critical analysis. In 
Caddie Woodlawn, Mother’s nostalgia for the food of her childhood is steeped in place: living in 
a frontier milltown, she looks to Boston as a beacon of civility and culture. The baked beans and 
brown bread she makes her family every Sunday serve multiple purposes: they connect her to her 
past, they enculturate her children in what she feels are more civilized ways, and they maintain 
her position of duality between the country and the city (which she often problematically frames 
as the “savage” country and the cultivated city). The range of symbolism that nostalgia offers 
here points to its critical complexity. Food is linked to memory and emotion (Abarca, 2016), and 
“the child characters’ … experiences of hunger and eating reveal the fantasies of adulthood as 
much as the pleasures associated with childhood” (Vallone, 2002, p. 47). The food of childhood 
is, in stories, the product of memories, and “[m]emories about food simultaneously place us in 
the past and the present and often can create situations for recollections in the future” (Abarca, 
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2016, p. 2). Sutton (2008) calls this “prospective memory”, a concept that connects to 
Haraways’s (2004) concept of pastpresents, which operate along cooperative temporalities: “The 
past and the present cannot be purified from the other; they confront me with interruptions, 
obstacles, new/old forms of organization, bridges, shifts in direction, spinning dynamics” (p. 
292). In a similar vein, Boym (2008) argues that nostalgia “is not always about the past; it can be 
retrospective but also prospective. Fantasies of the past determined by the needs of the present 
have a direct impact on realities of the future” (p. xvi). In framing a conversation on how our 
stories about food create the impetus for actions that form the basis of cultural memories, 
Jennifer Jordan coined the phrase, “edible memories”. She writes, “Food memories provide the 
material and symbolic context, in which narratives become the social, political, and cultural site 
for the (re)creation and dissemination of a shared identity” (in Abarca & Colby, 2016, p. 6).  
Likewise, Boym (2001) writes of “gastronomic nostalgia” – where memories of food evoke 
especial yearning, particularly place-specific foods and food cooked by mothers (p. 4). But 
complicating the nostalgia, and the identity-forming aspects of food in personal and cultural 
terms, is attachment to processed foods (Vignolles & Pichon, 2013), which Bee Wilson (2020) 
calls “branded food nostalgia”. My analysis of the contemporary food system alongside the pre-
industrialized food cultures in my primary narratives works to untangle and articulate how these 
different types of nostalgia can shape a fully informed ecological literacy rooted in the whole 
story of food.  
Nostalgia is not the only emotional entry point these stories provide. The affective 
capacity of these texts hinges on food as a bridge to the past, to which myriad emotions are 
attached. The emotional component of food (comfort food, nostalgia for food from childhood, 
etc.) can enhance understanding of the whole story of food by providing points of connection for 
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the reader. When Almanzo is working harrowing the field for planting, he grows hungrier and 
hungrier. At last he hears the “clear and joyful…sound of Mother’s big tin dinner horn…How 
good dinner was! And how he ate!” (p. 123). The satisfaction of hard work that directly provides 
the good food that sustains him inspires mutual feelings of joy in the reader. As readers grow 
attached to the characters of these stories, the hungers, embarrassment, sorrows, and contentment 
experienced by the characters connect them to the readers, who are offered the chance to share in 
these emotions. They are offered the chance to develop their empathy.  
But often, affective responses are criticized for being false, sentimental, or uncritical. 
What is at the heart of this discomfort, particularly in academic contexts? Since the Age of 
Enlightenment, the Western worldview has developed in favour of rational approaches, 
positioning facts over feelings (an approach that the Romantics, who valued and promoted affect, 
countered). This positioning has arguably led to a cognitive gap. Rachel Carson (1988), a 
scientist with a strong footing in the humanities and an effective (and affective) ability to move 
between disciplines in the dissemination of her ideas, said “[I]t is not half so important to know 
as to feel. If facts are the seeds that later produce knowledge and wisdom, then the emotions and 
the impressions of the senses are the fertile soil in which the seeds must grow” (p. 45). Research 
supporting Carson’s belief “shows that children who learn about nature from an intellectual 
standpoint don’t change their behaviours and don’t remember information several months after 
the lessons” and that they “rely more on their emotions than on their intellectual knowledge” 
(Gaard, 2008, p. 20). Stories allow them to access this emotional pathway to a different kind of 
knowledge. Davidson (2013), referencing Walter Benjamin, writes that “storytelling is a form of 
counsel that works through producing experiences rather than parlaying information” (p. 47).  
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Part of the discomfort with emotions could be the emphasis on the Cartesian separation of 
the mind and body that has guided modern thought: the mind can be controlled but the body 
cannot be trusted. Ladino and Bladow (2018) trace how “[t]he ‘affective turn’ has deep roots in 
Marxist, psychoanalytic, feminist, and queer theory and is understood at least in part as a 
corrective to a poststructuralist overemphasis on discourse at the expense of embodied 
experience” (p. 4). Traditionally, reading has been regarded as a “disembodied mental activity”, 
but new theories of embodied cognition, where the reading body is not separate from the mind, 
are shifting the way we value emotional response. These new ways of thinking about embodied 
reading extend to ecocritical engagement: “affect theorists have tended to prioritize affect within 
and in relation to bodies and to overlook the environment’s role in shaping it,  [while] ecocritics 
have too often neglected the affectivity of human bodies in their eagerness to champion greater 
attention to the more-than-human world” (p. 4). Such positions negate the possibility of 
developing emotional relationships/attachments to the environment.  
In “Caring for the environment: Challenges from notions of caring”, Peter Martin (2007) 
builds on Fien’s call for environmental education to move beyond a sociological and educational 
theoretical framework to include the arts and humanities, philosophy, and ethics as a way of 
fostering a deeper care. He explores the problem of separation – of positioning ourselves as part 
of or apart from nature – and counters the idea that we need to see ourselves as part of nature; he 
thinks this interferes with our ability to care, based on “the reality of children’s conceptual 
frameworks” (p. 58).  Most children regard nature as something separate from themselves – 
‘something out there’. Seeing nature as part of themselves is conceptually challenging. Building 
on Nel Noddings’ idea that “caring exists on a continuum from natural to ethical caring” (p. 59), 
Martin argues for fostering a relational conception of the environment, which, while also 
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challenging, is more achievable. So how to foster this ethics of environmental caring? Affirm 
relatedness through proximity, through relationship, which can “offer a metaphorical window 
through which children can examine how relationships with nonhuman nature may develop” (p. 
60).  Such relationship is modeled in The Birchbark House through Omakayas’ connection to 
animals: she calls animals her brothers and sisters and has a particular connection to bears. While 
out in the woods alone, she has an encounter with two young bears who “gazed curiously, 
knowingly, at Omakayas…taking in every dot of her scent, remembering it all, knowing” (p. 
201). She talks to them, warning them to be careful of humans and asking them to help her on 
her path to becoming a healer. She asks them for their medicine and offers them tobacco as a 
gift. The interaction leaves her feeling emotional and soothed, and she experiences kinship with 
the bears. Countering this scene is a similar moment in Farmer Boy, where Almanzo runs into a 
black bear while out picking berries: “The bear was standing on his hind legs, stuffing berries 
into his mouth with both furry paws. Almanzo stood stockstill, and so did the bear. Almanzo 
stared, and the bear stared back at him with little, scared eyes above his motionless paws” (p. 
200). Unlike Omakayas’ encounter, there is no connection between Almanzo and the bear, no 
relationship, underscoring the value of the Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK) embedded 
in Indigenous literature such as Erdrich’s.  
The different ways of being on the land between settler and Indigenous cultures are 
echoed in their forms of storytelling. Much Indigenous knowledge is imparted through story, and 
traditional oral story cycles were (are) used to impart culturally embedded environmental values 
to children, serving “to connect people to their communities of kin, their ancestors and their 
environments, engendering respect, appreciation, and right ways of behavior” (Turner, 2014, p. 
377). Daniel Heath Justice presents the idea that “Indigenous literatures uphold and express 
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Indigeneity as an experience and praxis that carries in stories, rituals, dreams, and ceremonies an 
underlying environmental ethics, based on respect, relationality, accountability, and land 
embeddedness, and forming an all-encompassing relational web” (Lutz, 2019, p. 415). Stories 
that offer kinship between human and nonhuman invite us to expand our relationships and sense 
of caring (Weik von Mossner, 2017), opening pathways of reciprocity, another of Noddings’ 
core ethics of caring. Valuing both conceptual and emotive understanding encourages an ethic of 
care built on “the capacity to think with the heart as well as the head” (Martin, 2007, p. 61), a 
foundational concept in TEK.  
Reader response: personal engagement and cultural intersection 
The problem with environmental education, as articulated by Hungerford and Volk 
(1990) in their article on changing learner behaviour through environmental education, is the 
way we have been teaching and learning: Activities and teaching strategies that increase 
awareness and knowledge “do not lead to behavior in the environmental dimension” (p. 17). 
Being overloaded with information can stall the learning process. Hungerford and Volk believe 
that “[s]tudents must be given the opportunity to develop the sense of ownership and 
empowerment so that they are fully invested in an environmental sense and prompted to become 
responsible, active citizens” (p. 17), which is one of the main purposes of environmental 
education. Through their research, they assert that environmental education can develop 
environmentally responsible behaviour, but that we have to be willing to adjust traditional 
pedagogies. They ask how best to optimize or operationalize environmental education in order to 
foster ownership and empowerment (p. 8). An indirect, interdisciplinary narrative approach may 
offer a solution. 
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Reader response theory recognizes the pedagogical value of personal response and 
engagement with texts. Foundational to most reader response discourse is Rosenblatt’s theory of 
aesthetic and efferent readings, where meaning is made depending on why the reader is reading 
and what the aim of the reading is: with aesthetic reading, readers make meaning by engaging 
with the narrative experience offered by the story, an experience in which “the reader’s attention 
is centred clearly on what he is living through his relationship with that particular text” 
(Rosenblatt, 2005, p. 25). For example, an aesthetic reading of Farmer Boy might centre on the 
reader’s desire to experience an old-fashioned American boyhood, whereas an efferent reading 
would focus on gleaning information on how to grow potatoes. As both styles provide meaning, 
shifting the confines of the terms may prove fruitful. Yenika-Agbaw (1997) sees Rosenblatt’s 
transactional theory as being more of a dualism than a continuum, and feels it limits the variety 
of possible readings: “efferent and aesthetic readings are important in the sense that they serve 
readers’ academic and personal purposes”, but adhering to the duality does not equip students 
with the necessary critical skills in a world that is becoming more complex. She adds concepts of 
resistance and embrace to Rosenblatt’s theory, accenting the possibility of “a matrix of 
responses” from a single child. Efferent and aesthetic readings “must be reinforced with readings 
that propagate social change – readings that enable readers to ask questions about situations and 
ideas they encounter within texts” (p. 447), and give them the option of exploring any resistance 
they may experience, or to embrace that with which they connect.  
In terms of decolonizing the classroom and exploring literatures that counter the 
Eurocentric worldview, allowing for a multiplicity of responses should be the aim. The concept 
of decolonization is central to contemporary Indigenous studies (Battiste, 2019; Cajete, 2012; 
Baltzer, 2006; Hardwick, 2015), and is conceptualized and navigated through a diversity of 
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approaches. Korteweg et al. (2010) refer to the process of decolonization in an environmental 
pedagogy context as shapeshifting, where environmental educators shift their understanding 
towards an Indigenous epistemology to “nurture a different environmental consciousness” (p. 
332). Bryant (2017) refers to the process as listening: listening “to the place-worlds we have 
concealed with our maps, to the histories we have eclipsed with our fictions, and to the literatures 
we have excluded from our literary studies” (p. 28). To engage in the process of decolonization 
requires learning about Indigenous knowledge, creating space for it in education systems, and 
being prepared to shift worldviews. It can be an uncomfortable process for those who belong to 
settler culture, as Hardwick notes, and Bryant refers to “the split that inevitably takes place when 
once-familiar geographic regions…are rendered unfamiliar for Settler peoples through 
continuous exposure to Indigenous knowledge systems” as cartographic dissonance (p. 27). 
Reading stories that offer multiple versions of experience in these places can help readers find 
their place in both narrative and sociohistorical contexts. 
Sipe (1999) notes that “children’s response to literature can either re-inscribe or challenge 
their own ideology and worldview” (p. 124). Children mimic the behaviours and views of their 
families and communities, and some students will arrive at the eco-nostalgic narratives with 
preconceptions that will need to be addressed in order for critical, regenerative discussion to take 
place. Citing Bishop, Sipe recognizes that social change is not easy, and that the limitations of 
what literature can accomplish need to be acknowledged. But literature can act as a “catalyst for 
the discussion and social interchange that will affect how children think about the world” (p. 
124). The critical food pedagogy I propose “supports personal and social changes associated with 
agency” (Sumner and Wever, 2016, p. 324) by optimizing affective engagement with eco-
nostalgic narratives in order to critically read our histories through the lens of food.  
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To enhance the relevance of reader response theories, Brooks and Browne (2012) suggest 
that readers should learn to “mine texts more carefully for cultural milieu as well as find 
acceptance with a broader range of literary interpretations” (p. 83). Nikolajeva (2014) illustrates 
this expansion by adding a new dimension to reader response theories; in locating their 
challenges and limitations, she feels that they “aspire to describe what happens when we read, 
which can only be approximated…[and] can merely speculate on what happens in the reader’s 
mind during the act of reading” (p. 8). She turns to cognitive criticism, which is backed by 
neuroscience, to show “that the brain, through recently discovered mirror neurons, reacts to 
fictional worlds…as if they were real” (p. 8). Essentially, “reading fiction makes the brain 
simulate cognitive and affective responses to the actual world…[and so] can improve our 
understanding of the actual world” (p. 8). Eco-nostalgic texts offer a window into the past, and 
the act of reading these past worlds animates them.  
In placing emphasis on individual interpretations of books, Brooks and Browne’s (2012) 
culturally situated reader response theory situates children in active roles and explores “the ways 
readers culturally position themselves when engaged with texts” (p. 78). Applying these theories 
of response to (de)colonization illustrates how this process of positioning operates. One of the 
goals of decolonization is to repair modes of education that did damage with education that 
regenerates, or to counteract what Hardwick (2015) calls “knowledge conditioned by colonial 
frameworks” (p. 102). Indigenous knowledge was dismissed because it did not align with 
Western frameworks, which, as Hardwick observes, regard industrialization, consumerism and 
continuous economic expansion as ‘convenient’. Settlers found Indigenous knowledge “to be 
unsystematic and incapable of meeting the productivity needs of the modern world” (Battiste, 
2005, p. 2). Because the Western worldview could not comprehend the value of Indigenous ways 
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of being on the land, policies in support of forced assimilation were rooted in ethnocentric 
ignorance. Assimilation, which was attempted through residential schooling and the reservation 
system, was designed to remove Indigenous peoples from their lands so that Western economic 
systems could progress without resistance (Hardwick, 2015). 
But resistance to the agricultural imperative that drove many of the colonial policies is 
evident, and as Bryant (2017) notes, “beneath the heavy inscriptions of dominance exists an 
animate cultural and geographic Indigenous region” (p. 6). Indigenous cultures were disrupted, 
but not erased. And they are asserting their value through the process of decolonization, a 
practice that starts with “unlearning and re-learning” – unlearning the deeply embedded stories 
that relentlessly position Western and Indigenous cultures in hierarchical binaries of 
“savage/civilized”, and relearning the value of Indigenous knowledge  (Hardwick, 2015, p. 99, 
102). One key way to decolonize the classroom is to disrupt the canon of children’s literature. A 
number of researchers note that, for the most part, “North American children’s literature has 
excluded Indigenous authors, people, and themes from its content, as have a number of 
researchers” (Kortewg et al., 2010; Bradford, 2007). But instead of removing the oftentimes 
problematic narratives such as Farmer Boy and Caddie Woodlawn that perpetuate harmful 
stereotypes or erase Indigenous experience, it is more effective to embed them alongside the 
stories that are missing. When works such as The Birchbark House are read alongside settler 
narratives, Indigenous histories and knowledge systems are illuminated, remedying the gaps 
created by settler stories.  
Sylvia Moore (2017), in Trickster Chases the Tale of Education, speaks of the need to 
ground environmental education in Aboriginal knowledge, and her central research question 
asks, “How can we collaboratively work to centre and legitimate [Aboriginal] knowledge in 
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education?” (p. 124).  One of the answers to her question speaks to the importance of storytelling 
as an act of decolonization, particularly stories from the past, where colonial history can be 
challenged. Teaching revisionist histories is a vital part of this process, and stories help readers 
“to consider different meanings and worldviews of the environment as a land-based value 
system” (Korteweg et al, 2010, p. 331).  These narratives help “counter the constant marinade of 
colonization that non-Indigenous environmental educators, and all mainstream teachers, are 
steeped in” (p. 332). But Hardwick (2015) cautions against the tendency to use Indigenous 
literature “to counteract colonial narratives before colonial narratives are properly dismantled 
and understood” (p. 112), which speaks to Reese’s concerns on the need for critical engagement 
and context. Ideally, “[e]ntering into a space of not knowing challenges the educated settler 
‘expert’ to acknowledge gaps in understanding, to explore misconceptions, and to ask questions” 
(p. 114). Indigenous Knowledge is not unsystematic but adaptable and dynamic, centred on 
skills, abilities, and ad-hoc problem-solving techniques, and it “embodies a web of relationships 
within a specific ecological context” (Battiste, 2005, p. 8). And perhaps of most relevance is 
Turner’s (2014) observation that “[a]lthough TEK is grounded in a people’s history and 
traditions, it is by no means static or fixed in the past” (p.  405).  
Battiste (2005) “seeks to clarify the theoretical frameworks that have been developed to 
understand Indigenous knowledge [and] to provide some insight into the reasons for the tensions 
between Indigenous and Eurocentric ways of knowing” (p. 1.). She explores the possibility of “a 
blended educational context that respects and builds on both Indigenous and Eurocentric 
knowledge systems”, a concept echoed by Hooley (2009), whose curriculum framework 
incorporates two-way inquiry, which is “a means of reconciling Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
knowing within the confines and rigidities of non-Indigenous education systems” (p. 157). The 
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approach is intended to empower Indigenous students, and to inform non-Indigenous learners of 
Indigenous knowledge: the focus is on “achieving an Indigenous consciousness-raising process 
that does not dwell on the colonizers but focuses on how Indigenous thought and action become 
transformative” (Archibald, 2008, p. 90). Battiste advocates for the incorporation of TEK within 
educational systems specifically to empower Aboriginal students, but including Non-Indigenous 
students in this education could empower them with insight, compassion, and a nuanced 
comprehension of complex histories that will facilitate a more regenerative form of 
reconciliation.   
In critically approaching the whole story of food, multiple perspectives can only serve to 
strengthen food literacy. But as noted by Bryant (2017), the “fundamental failure in nation-to-
nation literary relations works to limit both complex, full understanding of Indigenous and 
Settler literatures and histories” (p. 10). And Justice (2018) points out that “there are internal 
interpretive methods that are specific to Indigenous languages, oratorical practices, and cultural 
protocols that don’t necessarily fit well with Eurowestern literacy criticism” (p. 23).  As well, 
Justice clarifies that not all knowledge is meant for all people – there are boundaries to certain 
cultural knowledge, and claiming entitlement to another people’s knowledge is another way of 
furthering colonialist violence. That is not to say there is no place for Eurocentric engagement 
with these literatures and all they entail, but the listening that Bryant advocates is necessary here. 
The goal should be appreciation, not appropriation. Utilizing children’s food narratives offers a 
connective approach from which to explore and respond to cultural difference and to look for 
points of connection.  
In terms of locating similarities between the cultures, they are both prone to idealized 
treatment. While the TEK embedded in Indigenous storytelling is valuable, particularly from a 
 
 
 161
sustainability standpoint, Adamson and Monani (2016) “caution against considering Indigenous 
stories or cosmovisions a panacea for ecological viability and remind us of the complex 
situatedness of local practices” in which people need to make a living from the land (p. 9). 
Shilling (2018) states 
These are not Romantic myths, New Age manifestos, or fables of a prehistoric Noble 
Savage, as detractors claim; nor do they suggest an idyllic fairytale where Indians and 
fellow creatures harmoniously cavorted in a pristine garden before The Fall. The millions 
of people in the Americas before European contact used natural resources, built cities, 
diverted waterways, exploited animals, warred with one another, transformed ecosystems 
with fire, and sometimes harmed the earth. (p. 12) 
 
Cathy Glenn (2004) echoes this caution against romanticizing traditional cultures in noting that 
the exploitation of animals for human consumption and use, even in traditional contexts, has 
negative impacts on the environment (p. 64). But such arguments are flawed in their collapsing 
of Indigenous food practices – which are comparatively far less damaging than traditional 
agricultural practices – with settler food culture. A more productive point of comparison can be 
found in the fact that however pastoral their depictions, traditional forms of agricultural are 
problematic in their environmental impact.  
But instead of positioning one culture over another, or one as more problematic than the 
other, learners should consider what being versed in multiple cultures and literatures can offer: 
“a complementary but distinctive way of thinking about Indigenous belonging, identities, and 
relationships” (Justice, 2018, p.  27), with the goal of “build[ing] affirming relationships through 
and across difference” (p. 3). In the context of trying to parse the whole story of food in colonial 
agricultural narratives - narratives that often omit or write over the Indigenous cultures they 
displaced – we must also look for similarities: there is a narrative of mutual trauma of 
displacement, a mutual desire to thrive that is seldom acknowledged (Lutz, 2019). Many settlers 
were driven to immigrate by economic hardship, and endured displacement from their own 
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cultures in the process.  One of the guiding questions Justice asks is, “How do we learn to live 
together?” We can start by critically reading our complex histories, and trying to untangle the 
roots of racism and ignorance that shaped early colonial experience and that continue to persist.  
Without truth, there is no reconciliation (p. 159). Acknowledge the injustice and inequity of 
colonialism, but find common ground so as to not alienate young learners who are already 
inheriting the burden of environmental guilt. 
The food in these eco-nostalgic stories frequently provides this desired common ground. 
Agriculture does not belong solely in a settler domain, as evidenced in a scene from The 
Birchbark House where “[a]gain it was time for the family to plant. Yellow Kettle chopped at the 
tough winter-packed earth of their family garden”. They plant corn and pumpkin seeds, and 
“Nokomis blessed them gently as she pushed them into the soft new earth” (p. 226). And 
likewise, the settler families in both Farmer Boy and Caddie Woodlawn engage in hunting, 
fishing, and foraging to boost their food supplies, picking beechnuts, hazelnuts, wild grapes and 
berries. Approaching decolonization through food reveals the consilience that E.O. Wilson 
(1999) calls the connective tissue between disciplines: in telling the whole (hi)story of the places 
we live, these food narratives may uncover common ground. In terms of food security, both 
settler and Indigenous characters in these narratives must work hard to survive, sometimes 
struggling to do so. The threat of winter starvation is real, but the labour of food production is 
frequently attached to pleasure: “Almanzo liked haying-time. From dawn till long after dark 
every day he was busy, always doing different things. It was like play, and morning and 
afternoon there was the cold egg-nog” (p. 232). The scene in which Omakayas does the 
unpleasant work of plucking birds for roasting culminates in a feast of roasted crow in wild 
onion, ripe new corn, blueberries, and a strong wintergreen tea. What can these depictions offer 
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contemporary young readers? A window into the pleasure and peril of food, one that is not solely 
crisis-laden, and not overly idealized. Yenika-Agbaw (1997) recommends that children’s books 
be treated as serious texts, while also addressing how the pleasure found in these stories can 
enhance meaning-making. Likewise, Nikolajeva (2014) distinguishes between factual knowledge 
and fictional, or aesthetic knowledge, which is “knowledge and understanding acquired through 
aesthetic activity that leads to aesthetic pleasure” (p. 22). These stories offer historical realities 
framed in palatable terms, demonstrating both the whimsy and the catastrophe advocated by 
Maclear (2018). Cox and Many (1992) and Wolf et al. (1996) build the case that child readers 
are capable of sophisticated interactions with the texts: I look to these researchers as a means of 
grounding my utilization of complex thematic content in critical food pedagogy. Food provides a 
way to address some of the tensions in these narratives, but it also provides the common ground 
necessary for regenerative dialogue. As identified in the four pillars of learning, learning to live 
together is key (Roofe & Bezzina, 2018). Gruenewald (2003) centres a critical place-based 
pedagogy on questions that connect the past to the future: “What happened here? What will 
happen here?” (p. 11). In the context of a critical food pedagogy that incorporates both 
Eurocentric and Indigenous perspectives, these questions point to a reconciliation based on 
inquiry and comprehension.  
Food literacy and environmental behaviour 
Among the markers of food literacy are informed localism, bioregional knowledge of 
food systems, and “knowledge and skills related to cycles and relationships (such as the water 
cycle, food webs, the interdependency of plants and pollinators, and composting)” (Wever, 2015, 
p. 41).  This includes an understanding of the ecological processes that allow life to exist. 
Though these processes are largely implied in the narratives, or framed in simplified terms, other 
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facets of food literacy are embedded in these stories: the seasonal nature of food production, the 
labour that food production and collection entails, the family and community structures built by 
food cultures. Pairing all these markers alongside other learning opportunities in an 
interdisciplinary curriculum has the potential to positively impact learner behaviour. And as 
“[l]earning results from the dynamic interplay of emotion, motivation and cognition” (Dumont et 
al., 2010, p. 6), the conditions for developing an ethic of environmental care via narrative are 
established. In “Buying local organic food: a pathway to transformative learning”, Kerton and 
Sinclair (2009) write that “if the transformation of normative ideologies around the food system 
leads to a translation into other areas of conscience, it has the potential to influence adult 
decision making to be more environmentally responsible” (p. 401-2).  
Connecting literary representations of food-producing environments to literal landscapes 
is a foundation for developing environmentally responsible behaviour, which McBride et al. 
(2013) define as “[a]ctive participation aimed at problem solving and issues resolution” (p. 7). 
They further describe ERB as 
[a]ction through selected lifestyle activities, including environmentally sound consumer 
purchasing, using methods for conserving resources, assisting with the enforcement of 
environmental regulations, using personal and interpersonal means to encourage 
environmentally sound practices, and supporting environmentally sound policies and 
legislative initiatives. (p. 7) 
 
In exploring the ways to develop a critical food pedagogy that fosters food literacy and, by 
extension, environmentally responsible behaviour, I have refined my understanding and 
application of ERB and find that developing culturally and environmentally responsive 
behaviour aligns with the affective approach highlighted in this project. Though environmentally 
responsive behaviour is generally applied to technology and supply chains contexts, I believe 
extending the application to eco-nostalgic food narratives supports the interdisciplinarity I have 
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been aiming for. While Estes (1993) asserts that “environmental sensitivity springs from direct 
experiences with nature” (p. K3), this sensitivity can be fostered and enhanced through an 
engagement with storied landscapes. Vivid settings in stories allow young readers to connect 
“both aesthetically and cognitively (aligning their ideas, attitudes, and experiences) to be socially 
aware, reflective, and transformational” (Wason-Ellam, 2010, p. 282). Reading allows for a 
range of experience with landscapes that may not be accessible in the literal world (Bai et al., 
2010; Freestone & O’Toole, 2016). Bai et al. state that “to enter into interbeing of mutuality or 
co-emergence with the world is the real lesson in ecology and environmental education” (p. 360). 
In other words, breaking down barriers between nature/culture, nature/self, fact/fiction, 
science/humanities becomes the goal; in removing the oblique stroke between the concepts and 
terms, a new hybridity of being emerges: natureculture (as conceived by Haraway); natureself, 
fictionfact, sciencehumanities - new vocabularies for new ways of perceiving, created by 
interdisciplinary and intersecting compatibilities of approach. Bai et al. also draw a fine line 
between biophilia (love of living things) and bibliophilia (love of books), inviting collapse 
between the concepts and making space for literature in the domain of ecology.  
Chawla and Cushing (2007) point to research on how experiences shape environmentally 
responsible behaviour, which includes both real world activities and reading books about nature 
and the environment: “This research has been criticized primarily because it looks backwards to 
distant childhood experiences rather than focusing on contemporary conditions for young 
people” (p. 3). But within my framework, reading can be a foundational experience, and the 
backward glance (reflection, retrospection) is integral to building long-term connections, and for 
establishing a comparative foundation from which to establish baselines or referents for future 
experience. Guide young readers on this journey, but let the response be personal, and informed 
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by the diverse experiences of the reader: their home environments, their experience (or lack 
thereof) with food-producing environments, their education, their reading preferences. Guidance 
to approaching a story can map out a path but it should not dictate an endpoint. Plant the seed, 
create conditions for regenerative growth by providing a range of experiential intersections, and 
let time do the rest. 
By opening up new pathways for critical thinking, a critical food pedagogy that uses eco-
nostalgic texts can impart a more complete story of food than is commonly taught. Regenerative 
readings align with and connect to regenerative forms of agriculture and TEK, which hold the 
blueprint of sustainability that environmental education seeks.  While I do not argue that the 
agriculture depicted in these texts is ideal, these texts from the past depict an alternative food 
system whose scale and operations are less globalized, providing a counternarrative to the 
dominant industrial narrative and a historical reference point from which to evaluate the present.  
How can young people conceive of a more ecological food system if they have never 
experienced it, or aren’t aware if it? Keeling and Pollard (2012) write that “If food is 
fundamental to life and a substance from which civilizations and culture have built themselves, 
then food is also fundamental to the imagination and imaginary arts” (p. 5). Imagining how 
people used to eat, how they used to find and grow food, is a cognitive exercise in bridging the 
gap between the present and the past. 
The nostalgia for old-fashioned places and land-based practices is often expressed in 
idyllic terms, but this language is not static: it contains regenerative potential. My definition of 
regeneration relies on Haraway’s (2016) invention of the Chthulucene, a concept which names “a 
kind of timeplace for learning to stay with the trouble of living and dying in response-ability on a 
damaged earth…a time of beginnings, a time for on-going”.  As she clarifies, “There is nothing 
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in times of beginning that insists on wiping out what has come before, or, indeed, wiping out 
what comes after”. The term “can be full of inheritance, of remembering, and full of comings, of 
nurturing what still might be” (p. 2). The affective capacity of eco-nostalgia speaks to loss, to 
attachment, to memory and identity: emotions triggered by complex responses to place help us 
“stay with the problem” without being overwhelmed by it, helping to bridge the gap caused by 
generational amnesia. 
Place-based nostalgia, temporal and spatial, can manifest as nostalgia for the land that 
produces the food, for the customs and traditions attached to the land, for the food itself. In 
tracing Wendell Berry’s conception of an ethical economy grounded in necessary spatial 
limitations, Major (2018) comes to the conclusion that 
[f]or an effective affective economy to flourish, therefore, that limitation arrives in robust 
local associations whereby the imagination is contained by the ties that inspire it. With 
too much possibility – as is the case in an industrial economy – affection ceases to govern 
and imagination is severed from its object. The infinite global economy separates the self 
from its affective ties and undermines the imaginative connections grounded by 
sympathy, empathy, and love. (p. 125) 
 
Making space for affect in scientific and academic investigations, and to understand affect in 
critical terms, is ongoing work that bridges histories and places. Just as regenerative agriculture 
works to marry best practices that utilize old traditions along with new technologies, the ability 
to foster regenerative readings of these texts depends on developing pedagogies to bring old 
ways into the future on productive and equitable terms that engage the head and the heart.   
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CHAPTER FIVE - Considerations: developing an interdisciplinary food curriculum 
As a means of transitioning beyond the theoretical framework I have proposed in this 
project, I designed a curriculum framework based on my research to demonstrate what a possible 
application of my findings could look like. To preface my curriculum framework, I briefly 
outline some of the guiding principles of curriculum development that have informed my 
approach. 
I ground my application of curriculum development with Roofe and Bezzina’s (2018) 
assertion that “curriculum as praxis is an active, reciprocal process that integrates planning, 
acting and evaluating which results in informed, committed actions” (p. 4). And to determine 
the type of knowledge I seek to promote in my curriculum framework, I refer to Warburton 
(2003), who in adapting McKernan’s key features of curriculum action research, cites 
evaluative/reflection, critical, and emancipatory modes of learning (p. 50), an approach that 
aligns with Sumner (2013) and Wever’s (2015) identification of three domains of knowledge, 
as conceptualized by Habermas: historical/hermeneutic, critical/emancipatory, and 
empirical/analytic. Within my critical food pedagogy, all three domains can be accessed, 
though emphasis is placed on historical/hermeneutic knowledge, where young readers learn the 
historical contexts of our food cultures, and understand the meanings attached to food through 
history, culture, and language. I explore the capacity of children’s literature to foster 
critical/emancipatory knowledge, an epistemological domain through which the problems of 
the industrial food system can be critically assessed, and skills related to empirical/analytic 
knowledge have the potential to be developed indirectly, if the foundation of food literacy 
achieved through critical readings is robust enough to extend across disciplines and from the 
literary world into the literal world.  
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So how may we attain that robustness using eco-nostalgic narratives to foster and 
enhance food literacy? In other words, how do we teach a more complete story of food? One 
possible answer is to anchor interdisciplinary learning with a theme. As Barab and Landa 
(1997) point out, food travels well across disciplines. Using the food depicted in the narratives 
to anchor learning, a range of contexts can be accessed: historical, social, environmental, 
cultural, and human health. Stinson (2010) recommends identifying links in existing curriculum 
documents and locating opportunities outside the classroom: a pioneer unit could use Farmer 
Boy to launch comparative discussions around food then and now. And the Indigenous 
perspective in The Birchbark House could provide the counterpoint from which to launch 
dialogue on different ways of getting food from the land, emphasizing the connections between 
other times and cultures, thereby informing historical literacy. Sweeney (2012) observes that 
many students have an intuitive ability for systems thinking – which Capra defines as the 
ability to connect the dots between people, places and things - without any training, and that 
this natural capacity can be enhanced with interdisciplinary design, thereby informing 
ecological literacy. She suggests “talk[ing] about relationships, not just things” (p. 6), using 
chickens as an example: a carton of eggs in the grocery store has ecological processes attached 
to it that are hidden from sight.  
Interdisciplinary curriculum design by nature fosters deep learning, which “involves 
paying attention to underlying meaning. It is associated with the use of analytic skills, cross-
referencing, imaginative reconstruction, and independent thinking” (Warburton, 2003, p. 45). 
In the context of my project, deep learning can be fostered by developing a core comprehension 
of food systems, food issues, etc. based on the food issues most relevant to a particular set of 
students. In this context, deep learning is a direct path to food literacy, particularly when paired 
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with science (ecology), art, math, etc. Interdisciplinary design can also enhance geographic 
literacy within this framework: the major themes of geography – location, the features of a 
place, the human/environment interaction (i.e. how humans have shaped the geography of a 
place), movement (of goods, etc.), and the features of a region that help identify it 
(Schoenfeldt, 2002) – are animated within story.  
Another pathway to deep learning is to teach critical thinking, which involves the 
ability to ask productive questions, an integral skill in learning to read regeneratively. Sipe 
(1999) focuses on the types of questions that need to be asked when considering children’s 
responses to literature: as a pathway to food literacy, a critical food pedagogy must ask probing 
questions about how we grow food, who is growing our food, and how we used to grow food. To 
encourage critical thinking, Sipe recommends modeling by teachers in questioning the author, 
text, and reader context, a pedagogical method endorsed by Wolf et al. (1996). Through 
modeling, teachers can facilitate responses through a range of teaching tactics and processes: 
“modeling on the part of the teachers [helps] students gain control over a wide range of 
interpretive processes to support individual and social explorations of meaning”; these processes 
can include grand conversations, interpretive questions, literature logs, and artistic 
representations (p. 133). With modeling, the focus should be on interpretation rather than 
imitation. It may help to keep in mind that this is a highly individualized process that depends on 
individual teachers, classrooms, and students (Breunig, 2013; Wolf et al., 1996). Critical thinking 
provides an especially potent approach to unveiling hidden curriculum in schools such as 
vending machines that supply brand name sodas and food products. Students can learn to 
question the influence of this type of curriculum, particularly if it opposes other food values 
being promoted by the formal curriculum (such as local foods) and by narratives that illuminate 
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food cultures that pre-date branded foods. Demystifying and understanding the whole story of 
food requires asking critical questions.   
Regard the classroom as a community. Fish’s (1980) concept of the classroom as an 
‘interpretive community’ serves a variety of functions within an interdisciplinary critical food 
pedagogy. Within the shared interpretive space of the classroom, students are given a framework 
for understanding the narrative, a set of conventions from which to engage with the texts (whichh 
can be provided by modeling). The framework allows for variation of individual responses 
within the organizing guidelines provided by the framework. In terms of a critical food analysis 
framed around narratives from the past, the social, environmental, and historical parameters 
provide structure for engaging in interpretation in both individual and collective terms:  
As children embrace or resist texts through language and a variety of artistic modes, they are 
forging links between literature and their own lives. Such links have the potential to be both 
informative and transformative for their developing sense of themselves as individuals and 
members of society. (Sipe, 1999, p. 127) 
 
While developing personal, emotional connections to narratives from the past is fundamental to 
fostering environmentally responsive behaviour, seeing oneself as part of a larger community is 
central to developing equally vital environmentally responsible behaviour. In exploring 
conditions that encourage proenvironmental behaviour in young people, Chawla and Cushing 
(2007) distinguish between private and public sphere environmentalism, revealing that the most 
effective actions are collective.  
Integrate experiential learning. The ability of students to make connections between 
narrative material and their own lives hinges on real-world experience. Garrard (2007) states that 
“[d]irect personal experience is…crucial” in reinforcing ecocritical values (p. 365). Likewise, in 
a discussion of Charlotte’s Web, Kinghorn (1986) shares that “the key to understanding a literary 
text is experience. Because I once talked to daddy long-legs, I can understand how Fern can 
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listen to the conversations of pigs and spiders” (p. 9). The more contact and experience children 
have with food-producing environments, the more likely they are to care about these places and 
the food production that occurs in them. Breunig (2013) recommends fleshing out food curricula 
by integrating experiential learning such as field trips, gardening, and cooking, and 
supplementing it with other media (films, documentaries, etc).  
Offer a range of assignments that foster reflection and engagement. In relation to 
experiential learning, Rowland et al. (2009) share that after an exercise where students were 
asked to reflect on how their behaviours around technology affect their experience with the 
natural world, “[s]ome students arrived at the stark realization that because they had virtually no 
experience with the natural world, issues of land preservation and sustainability, as well as the 
larger issue of climate change, have little or no meaning to them” (p. 228). How can 
connection/ethics of care be fostered through narrative? As my investigation on the efficacy of 
affect and reader response theories to generate meaning reveals, engagement and response must 
be personal; reading and writing and reflecting allow for this.  
Liang and Galda (2009) offer pedagogical activities that “combine the goals of both 
strategic reading and responsive, aesthetic reading” (p. 101) such as prediction exercises that 
allow students to access their background knowledge on the topic, and visual responses such as 
art projects. The goal of the assignments should be to enhance both comprehension and pleasure. 
Including pleasure as an element in food pedagogy can foster a positive emotional response that 
works to counter the sense of crisis and grief created by much contemporary environmental 
literature. We are ecologically dislocated from our food, but we are also detached from the joy of 
food and eating: our food culture is built on principles of food as reward and punishment, 
attached with good and bad qualifiers. An effective antidote to these dislocations and 
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detachments uses children’s food narratives from the past to both ‘instruct and delight’ and 
nourish and delight. 
Integrate OECD 7 principles of learning with First Peoples’ Principles of Learning 
(Dumont et al., 2010; FNESC).  
In my investigation of these principles, I located the three most relevant to my food curriculum 
framework: 
1. Emotions are integral to learning. (OECD) 
2. Learning is embedded in memory, history, and story. (FPPL) 
3. Learning involves patience and time. (FPPL) 
The intersections between these principles generate potent opportunities for interdisciplinary 
learning. The challenge in creating a culturally and environmentally responsive curriculum at an 
elementary level can be met with a storied approach: In “The Power of Stories to Educate the 
Heart”, from Indigenous Storywork: Educating the Heart, Mind, Body and Spirit”, Jo-Ann 
Archibald (2008)  notes the challenges of integrating Indigenous storytelling into elementary 
curricula: to do it well requires teacher training for cultural sensitivity and knowledge, time, and 
context, and it is the responsibility of teachers to increase their own understanding. But if all 
these factors align, the lessons may take root more deeply than they would through other 
pedagogical modes: Archibald cites Walter Lightning’s Aboriginal mentor, Wapaskwan, who is 
quoted in Lightning (1992): “A hearer isn’t meant to understand the story at all levels, 
immediately. It is as if it unfolds” (p. 84).  It may take time, but the outcome of the narrative 
approach has the potential to be significant, and the voices are clear: in this time of 
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environmental fracturing, we need “Indigenous ways of knowing the land in order to imagine, 
empower, and enact other ways of being on the Earth” (Korteweg et al,2010,  p. 347).  
Revisiting the narratives throughout the term by comparing new reading material with 
earlier material will give students time to process the stories, enabling their responses to evolve 
as their ability to engage with texts grows more sophisticated.  
Assessments 
Because using eco-nostalgic narratives to foster food literacy revolves around personal 
interpretations and values formation as well as the indirect acquisition of information, using both 
formative and summative assessment to evaluate food literacy can help teachers to measure 
students’ progress in diverse terms, though with a focus on the former. According to the OECD, 
“Formative assessment should be substantial, regular and provide meaningful feedback; as well 
as feeding back to the individual learners, this knowledge should be used constantly to shape 
direction and practice in the learning environment” (Dumont et al., 2010, p. 7). Assessments 
should measure depth of engagement, the ability to connect aspects of their own lives to the 
narratives, and an ability to connect the issues of the modern food system with their historical 
roots. 
Instructors should let the differentiated instruction be reflected in the assessments with 
open-ended projects that give students choice in best demonstrating their learning. Providing a 
range of assessments not only allows students agency, it aligns with interdisciplinary principles 
of learning.  
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Challenges  
Davis et al. (2010) demonstrate how “operationaliz[ing] transformative education 
processes” that engage children through “education that is empowering, action-orientated, and 
relevant to children’s day to day interest and concerns” requires a curriculum that supports 
active, participative classroom practices (such as dialogue), a focus on improving the school’s 
physical and social environments, and community partnership with parents and local community 
agencies (p. 5). And Meredith Abarca (following bell hooks) notes that “engaged pedagogy 
recognizes each classroom as different, that strategies must constantly be changed, invented, 
reconceptualized to address each new teaching experience” (2016, p. 223). Creating dynamic 
food pedagogy is half of the process; implementing it is the other, and the exacting requirements 
of successful curriculum integration come with a number of challenges. 
The capacity of schools to support the curriculum may be limited by a number of factors: 
Integrating food literacy pedagogy into an existing curriculum requires extra time for planning, 
and time for professional development (Stinson, 2010), as well as funding. Though the 
curriculum emphasizes experiential learning, there may be no funding for field trips, no kitchen 
facilities on site, etc. Lack of teacher interest in training for new curriculum can be another 
barrier. And even if funds are available and teachers are willing to retrain, curriculum “change 
requires restructuring teachers’ beliefs and can be a slow process” (Carrier et al., 2011, p. 431). 
Other barriers include existing curriculum pressures such as meeting core competencies. 
 There are also cultural considerations: incorporating TEK into mainstream curricula 
involves two-way inquiry learning “as a means of reconciling Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
knowing” (Hooley, 2009, p. 157), a complex process that requires significant knowledge of 
intercultural practices. Hooley is careful to emphasize that in incorporating an Indigenous 
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perspective, “[the process] is not intended to be the teaching of Indigenous culture by white 
teachers, but could involve a framework of Indigenous perspectives as best understood by the 
teacher and school” (p. 169). Lane (2010) notes that “The only way to ensure that Indigenous 
Knowledges are incorporated effectively and respectfully is by engaging with specific 
Indigenous Knowledge holders in specific Indigenous communities” (p. 4), an imperative that 
presents another set of challenges, including time and access to resources.  
Larger system challenges include school reform, which is an interdisciplinary task with 
economic, social, cultural considerations. Achieving it can be difficult “partly because [schools] 
are embedded in larger educational, economic, and political systems that in turn reflect much 
bigger trends – among them centralization, industrialization, standardization, and globalization” 
(Barlow & Stone, 2011, p. 10). But Cutter-McKenzie and Smith (2003) hypothesize that within 
Australian educational systems, “a system-wide commitment to environmental education and 
knowledge production and dissemination on the part of Governments, education departments, 
pre-service teacher education providers, primary schools, and teachers themselves is necessary in 
improving ecological literacy” (p. 520). Such requirements apply to most educational systems.  
Though these barriers are significant, an effort to prioritize food literacy curricula into 
classrooms is needed to mitigate both the ecological illiteracy and the eco-grief that pervade 
contemporary environmental discourse. Meeting these challenges is, as Barab and Landa (1997) 
articulate, time-consuming (and potentially resource-intensive), but ultimately worthwhile.  
From theory to application 
The following pages contain the curriculum framework I designed based on my findings. 
The design is intended to demonstrate how an interdisciplinary critical food pedagogy could 
function, and to optimize approaches to food literacy through narrative. 
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I preface the framework with a concept map of the major disciplines covered to illustrate 
interdisciplinary connections and how they relate. I then offer suggestions on getting started and 
ways to conceptualize the approach. I have tried to make it flexible – so that it can be applied to 
diverse and specific classroom needs based on individual student populations – as well as 
practicable.  
I have structured the framework into two major agricultural classifications: field crops 
and animal crops. These designations should cover the majority of the foods students will come 
across in the narratives, and they offer a way to organize major ideas and optimize 
interdisciplinary points of connection between English, science, social studies, history, etc.  
I have included learning objectives for each lesson that tie to British Columbia’s curricular 
competencies and environmental education initiatives.  
I aim to illustrate a number of possible learning pathways that demonstrate how narrative 
can provide an introduction to interdisciplinary conversations around food, and that highlights 
their effectiveness as entry points, using comparisons between modern agriculture, traditional 
agriculture, and traditional food-gathering practices. The goal is to help students make 
connections between narratives, their lives, and the environment.   
 
Note: The theoretical offerings I propose here are intended as a framework to be fully fleshed 
out and realized by Education professionals. I plan to work with a small group of students and 
teachings in the future to develop a more detailed practitioner-oriented guide. 
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  Unit Plan Framework: 
From Seed to Stomach: The Story of Food 
(and the Food in Stories) 
Curriculum Framework: Broad Field (Interdisciplinary), Experiential (can be fit to local, 
regional, universal, flexible curriculum); this Food Unit is designed as a parts-to-whole 
knowledge-building process. 
This Food Awareness Curriculum Framework can be used in conjunction with BC’s Ministry of 
Education Environmental Learning initiatives:  
http://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/education-training/k-12/teach/teaching-tools/environmental-
 learning 
 
Suggested Grades: 4-6 
Suggested Timeframe: 6-8 weeks 
 
Big Ideas/Learning Objectives:  
- to promote and enhance understanding of how food is connected to the environment 
- to promote and enhance understanding of food-producing environments in stories 
- to connect this understanding to students’ own lives, environments, and food cultures 
 
Curricular Competencies:  
 
1. Food Literacy: understanding and recognizing where food comes, the ways we access it, 
and what to do with it; making connections between how food production and practices 
affect human health 
 
2. Food Security: understanding the importance of healthy, sustainable, accessible food 
 
3. Food-based Narratives: analysing and investigating stories where farms or food-
producing environments are a key feature of the setting and plot; developing affective 
responses to stories from the past. 
 
Rationale for Interdisciplinary Curriculum:  
From the feasts in Harry Potter and The Hobbit to elaborate tea parties in Anne of Green 
Gables and Alice in Wonderland, to the complex post-Apocalyptic depictions of food in The 
Hunger Games and Feed, food plays a central and multifaceted role in narratives for young 
people.  These narratives can be used to explore the relationships between land, food, culture, 
and health, in ways that do not directly implicate students in the problematic aspects of 
contemporary food production, or overburden young readers with troubling facts about these 
problems.   
Personal and individual family food cultures vary, particularly in North America, where 
there are fewer unifying food practices than in other cultures (such as Asian, Indian, European, 
African). Food education is fragmented, and is often dictated by government guidelines and 
media, both of which are susceptible to changing trends and corporate interests.  
Learning about food production through stories will help students understand how their 
favourite foods are all connected to the natural environment in some way, and for them to 
develop their awareness of food production practices from a safe space. 
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Interdisciplinary Concept Map: 
          Food Awareness and Literacy 
 
Literature              Environmental Studies 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
- seeds, biology, soil science 
- harvest 
- distribution 
- storage 
- markets/stores 
- cooking and eating 
 
   UNIT PLAN GOAL: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Guiding Questions: 
 
What do students need to know to build their food literacy? 
How to foster connections between characters, students, and landscapes? 
How to bridge literary and primary experiences? 
How to connect students to literature from the past?  
Why do food studies matter? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Language arts Agriculture 
Contemporary 
farm/food 
narratives 
Historical 
practices 
 
Current 
practices 
To seek out the intersections between stories, agricultural 
practices, and students’ lives, and foster food literacy through 
various lessons, activities, and experiences. 
Historical 
farm/food 
narratives 
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The Food Unit is organized into two parts: 
1. FIELD CROPS (fruits, vegetables, grains, legumes, nuts, seeds) 
2. ANIMAL PRODUCTS (eggs, dairy, meat) 
Interdisciplinary lessons can involve components of science, social studies, language arts, visual 
arts, and health. This unit plan framework can be integrated with BC Core Competencies. 
 
For each of these unit sections, incorporate the activities and readings that best showcase the 
topics and issues, both literary and literal. Build the vocabularies and knowledge base with spiral 
design (these components of the two units will recur throughout the units as the lessons progress, 
so be deliberate in reinforcing the language and concepts). 
 
Regenerative Reading:  
 
The purpose of my interdisciplinary food curriculum framework is to suggest ways to cultivate 
comprehension of the whole story of food through regenerative reading, which is reading that 
 
- Is ecocritical (i.e. regards the setting of the story as more than backdrop) 
- Develops environmentally responsible and responsive behaviour 
- Breaks down the dualism of past/present 
- Fosters intercultural understanding 
- Remedies generational amnesia by establishing more fully comprehended environmental 
references in the minds of readers 
Big Ideas/Learning Objectives = Stories help us understand ourselves and our place in the 
world. By developing the ability to explore and question the ideas found in stories, we become 
educated and engaged citizens. Engaging with the affective capacity of the stories can increase 
appreciation for food-producing cultures and places from the past and allow students to analyse 
modern food issues as they understand and experience them through a historical lens.  
 
Getting started: 
 
Design lessons to enhance text-to-life connections. 
Use stories as way of introducing concepts and problems.  
Use predictive exercises to determine what students already know. 
Engage in a character study to determine which characters students connect with and why; use 
modelling for interpretive questioning and critical analysis. 
Begin with gentle inquisition about personal preferences: What are students’ favourite foods? 
How many of those foods are brands? How many are homemade? Family recipes? Share 
preferences and reasons for them. 
 
Some ideas for designing grand conversations: 
 
- Ask foundation questions that centre on the plot points, themes, setting, etc.  For example, if the 
class is reading Charlotte’s Web, the following questions could be assigned:  
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- Why does Charlotte write words in her web?  This question could lead to questions on farm 
animals and their place in the food chain. Where does Wilbur’s food come from? Is 
Templeton a farm animal or a wild animal?  Get the students to reflect on the differences. 
 
 
- Look at the story’s setting and at the language of representation: how is the landscape/setting 
depicted? Are there any values attached to it (positive or negative?) 
 
- Look at the era the story is set in and imagine living at this time: What would you wear? 
What would you eat? What would you like about this time? Not like? 
 
 
- Are people close to nature, or detached from it?  Do they spend time in nature, or are they 
mostly inside and/or unaware of their surroundings?  Get the students to reflect on how they 
spend their time and in what environments; on their experiences with family gardens or on 
farms; ask about their individual food cultures (some families may hunt, some may live on 
farms, some may be knowledgeable about traditional cultural food practices) 
 
 
- Assign one historical and one contemporary farm narrative and design compare and contrast 
activities and questions 
 
 
- End with possible solutions and alternatives (old practices, new practices: discuss and 
compare traditional ecological and agricultural knowledge with contemporary models; focus 
on comparing Indigenous and settler food cultures, using stories such as Farmer Boy and 
The Birchbark House as a platform for discussion 
 
 
- Incorporate activities that connect the literature to the students’ lives, that connect to food 
from olden days/old literature: have students ask a family member/family friend/the internet 
for a recipe for a dish that is made and/or eaten by characters in the story.  Make this dish on 
the last day of the unit (see Lesson 5) 
 
 
Assignment: design to 
- enhance literary engagement 
- help students connect their lives to the literature 
- foster individual interpretation and introspection/reflection 
- foster aesthetic appreciation for literature and landscape 
 
 
Formats = response journals, visual art projects, dioramas, group activities such as 
Think/Pair/Share and Literature Circles, oral reports. Include peer and self-assessments to 
address students’ metacognitive awareness.  
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Use the novels as a foundation for establishing conversations about and connections to food. 
The questions and assignments around these novels are indirect pathways to issues around 
food security and the modern industrial food system.  
 
 
ASSESSMENTS: while the above activities are largely formative assessments, summative 
assessment can be incorporated: 
 
1. Summative assessment: quizzes and final projects/presentations  
 
- lunchbox story activity (see Animal Products Lesson 4: Synthesize) 
- group cooking activity (see Field Crops Lesson 5: Beyond the Classroom) 
 
Week 1: FIELD CROPS 
 
Lesson 1: Introduction 
 
Learning Objectives: Students will learn to identify a range of field crops and associate 
depictions of these crops in stories with real-world crops; to describe the lifecycle processes and 
harvesting practices of apple crops; and to connect their own consumption to that of the 
characters. 
 
Definition: Field crops include any food that grows on a plant or tree. 
List of examples:  
- Fruits: apples, cherries, tomatoes, grapes, watermelon 
- Vegetables: carrots, zucchini, celery, onions, cucumber, lettuce 
- Grains: corn, wheat, oats 
- Legumes: beans, lentils, peanuts 
- Nuts: almonds, cashews, hazelnuts 
- Seeds: sunflower, sesame, pumpkin 
 
Big Ideas: Literature Connection 
Stories help us understand ourselves and our place in the world. 
To establish existing knowledge and context, brainstorm a food map using one food item.  
Ideally, choose an item that makes an appearance in a book that the students are reading and that 
is familiar to them: (eg. The Story Girl features orchards and apple-picking). 
 
Curricular Competencies 
Establishing prior knowledge and how it connects to the stories 
 
Sample Key Questions: science and agriculture 
 
- How do apples grow?  If necessary, explain the lifecycle: a seed becomes a tree, the tree 
produces fruit, the fruit contains seeds, and the cycle continues. 
- What do apples need to grow? 
- How do we know when an apple is ripe? 
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- How are apples harvested (picked)? 
- How does this fruit get to the store or market? 
- How long can apples be stored? 
 
These preliminary questions will form the basis for later in-depth lessons. 
 
Activity: 
To establish how this food item relates to the narrative, conduct a treasure-hunt style activity:  
 
Have the students locate and list all the moments in a particular chapter of the book where apples 
appear (instructors should be sure to choose an appropriate chapter beforehand). 
 
 
Use visuals: Show images of apple orchards around the world. Have the students create an art 
project that centres on apples.  
 
 
Reader Response Questions:  
- How do the characters respond to the foods they eat? 
- How are apples eaten in the book? Raw or cooked? What dishes are made with apples? 
- Are the students familiar with these foods? 
- Do they like them/not like them? 
- What apple dishes are students familiar with? List.  Examples: pies, applesauce, dried, 
juice/cider, salads, candy apples 
 
Health connection: How are apples healthy/nutritious?: vitamins, fiber, etc. 
 
Other connections: What does this crop require for growth? 
- Soil: possible link to soil science unit  
- Sunshine: possible link to weather unit 
- Water (rain, irrigation) 
- Pollination (bees): which crops need bees? List: many types of fruits (ex. berries, apples, 
tomatoes); coffee; chocolate; coconut; many types of vegetables (ex. celery, cukes) 
Social connection: who grows these foods? Who picks these foods? Depending on the age of the 
students, conversations around ethics and human rights could be part of the learning circle.  
 
Key Terms: soil, nutrients, harvest, transport, distribution, storage 
 
 
 
Lesson 2: Types of Food-Producing Environments and Harvesting Techniques 
 
Learning Objectives: Students will learn to differentiate between different food-growing 
environments. 
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Definition and Examples: any place where plant food grows 
- fields, forests, orchards, the ocean  
 
Big Ideas: Real World Connections 
- what kinds of food are found in each of these places? 
- How is each type of food grown in each of these places? 
- How is each type of food harvested in each of these places? 
- How do Indigenous cultures harvest these foods? 
 
Advanced Discussion:  
- What makes a farm a farm? Can food grow anywhere? How much space is needed to 
grow food? 
- What are BC’s land policies concerning farms/agricultural land? 
- Community Gardens 
Curricular Competencies: Comprehension Strategies and Gaining Meaning 
Reader Response Activity 
- locate moments in the story where food is harvested: what type of environment is it? 
- Draw a picture of this place based both on how it’s described and how you 
imagine/interpret it 
 
Key Terms: harvesting, Agricultural Land Reserve, Indigenous 
 
 
Lesson 3: Distribution and Storage 
 
Learning Objectives: Students will learn to distinguish between different food storage methods, 
and to compare contemporary and historical methods.  
 
Big Ideas Discussion: Real World Connections 
- How does food get from the field or farm to the store? 
- How/Where do we get our food? 
- How is it stored? 
- How long does it last? 
 
Curricular Competencies: Interdisciplinary Thinking 
The Social Studies/History Connection:  
- the history of the Grocery Store in North America (frame as a lecture or as a research 
activity): how did people get groceries in the past?  When were supermarkets invented? 
Etc. 
- What are some traditional/Indigenous methods for storing food? 
 
Key Terms: cooler, freight, transport, warehouse, farmer’s market, supermarket, Community 
Supported Agriculture (CSA) 
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Lesson 4: Advanced Discussion: Agricultural Practices and Problems 
Learning Objectives: Students will learn to distinguish between sustainable and industrial food 
production methods; to understand the connection between human and environmental health; and 
to identify features of seasonal food. 
 
Big Ideas: Real World Food Production Methods (Industrial vs. Sustainable) 
- Growing practices: pesticides vs. organic  
- Issues: economics, environmental health (bees, soil, water, air), human health 
 
Key Terms: industrial, pesticides, organic 
Sustainable Practices:  
 
- understanding environmentally responsible agricultural practices 
- connecting to human health: what’s best for people is often best for the planet 
- inquiry-based approach: introduce the concept of environmental footprints (this could be 
framed as a Visual Art response project) 
 
Advanced Discussion:  
 
- Local Food: how do we find BC apples/local apples? 
- Seasonal Eating: what time of the year are BC/local apples available? 
- Discuss how traditional/Indigenous food cultures were built around local, seasonal food 
- Bring in an Indigenous elder to talk about traditional food practices of the region, or have 
the elder introduce students to a traditional food harvesting site  
 
 
 Lesson 5: Beyond the Classroom 
 
Learning Objectives: Students will demonstrate knowledge of food preparation by following a 
recipe and creating a dish. 
 
 Curricular Competencies: Interdisciplinary Activities 
 
Harvesting and cooking activity:  
Does your school have a garden? What foods are grown there?  
Does your school have a student-friendly kitchen? What can we do with these foods?  Find r
 ecipes for favourite foods/dishes found in the narratives. 
Extend precepts of edible education and connect to literature:  Ex. Alice Waters’ The Edible 
Schoolyard Project <edibleschoolyard.org> 
 
 
Week 2: ANIMAL PRODUCTS 
Lesson 1: Introduction 
Learning Objectives: Students will learn to identify a range of foods produced by animals and 
to associate depictions of these foods in stories with real-world products; and to reflect on their 
preferences around these foods and connect their consumption to the characters’ consumption.  
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Definition: any food that is produced by an animal 
List of Examples: 
- Eggs  
- Milk  
- Honey 
- Cheese  
- Meat 
Big Ideas: Literature Connection 
Stories help us understand ourselves and our place in the world. 
 
To establish existing knowledge and context, brainstorm a food map using one food item.  
Ideally, choose an item that makes an appearance in both a book that the students are reading and 
that is familiar to them. 
 
Curricular Competencies 
 
Establishing prior knowledge and how it connects to the stories 
 
Initial Discussion:  
- Discuss the different kinds of animals that produce these products (eg. Chickens and 
ducks produce eggs; goats and cows produce milk, etc.) 
- Discuss the different kinds of products that are made from different animals: 
- cow milk = cheese: parmesan, mozzarella, cheddar 
- cow meat = hamburger 
- pig meat = hot dog wieners, pepperoni, etc. 
Activity: 
Repeat the treasure-hunt style activity from the Field Crops unit using a common animal 
product such as eggs. 
 
Reader Response Questions:  
- Are the students familiar with these foods? 
- Do they like them/not like them? 
- How do the characters respond to the foods they eat? 
- How are eggs eaten in the book? What dishes are made with eggs? 
- What egg dishes are students familiar with? List examples: pancakes, scrambled eggs, 
omelet, egg salad 
- How are eggs healthy/nutritious? Vitamins, fiber, etc. 
 
Lesson 2:  
Learning Objectives: Students will build on the knowledge they gained of food-producing 
environments in Week 1 by expanding their exploration to include animal life in these places; to 
connect these literal environments to their literary counterparts; to consider the ways that animals 
from these environments become food in grocery stores; to compare these methods with other 
cultural and traditional methods.  
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a) Types of Food-Producing Environments  
 
Definition and Examples: any place where food grows 
- fields, forests, the ocean, rivers, lakes 
 
Big Ideas: Real World Connections 
- What kinds of animals live in each of these places? 
- What do these animals eat? 
 
Curricular Competencies: Comprehension Strategies and Gaining Meaning 
 
Literature Connection: 
- Locate all the places that food comes from in the story  
- List the features of these food-producing environments 
 
Response Activity 1: Draw a picture of one such place and all its features, including any 
animals and field crops.  
 
Activity 2:  
Draw a farm animal in its ideal/home environment. 
 
 
b) Processing, Distribution and Storage 
 
Big Ideas: Real World Connections 
- How does the animal or animal product get from the field or farm to the place where it’s 
processed? 
- How does the product get to the store? 
- How is it stored? 
- How long does it last? 
 
Advanced Discussion:  
- slaughter/meat butchers 
- traditional/Indigenous methods of acquiring and treating meat (hunting, fishing, curing, 
smoking, etc.) 
 
Curricular Competencies: Comprehension Strategies and Gaining Meaning 
 
Literature Connection: 
- Compare the meat processing methods in pioneer narratives such as Farmer Boy to 
contemporary processing methods.   
- Compare these methods to Indigenous methods 
 
Social Studies Connection: 
- What animal products are eaten in other cultures? 
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Key Terms: processing, distribution, storage 
 
 
Lesson 3: Agricultural Practices and Problems  
 
Learning Objectives: Students will acquire higher-level understanding of the ethical and 
environmental issues surrounding human consumption of animal products, and to compare 
contemporary industrial meat production with traditional methods.  
 
Big Ideas: Real World Connections and Literary Counterparts 
 
Food Production Methods  
Using the literature as a launching point, look at the ways in which animals are raised as food 
products in the narratives.  This can lead to discussions on current farming models, at the 
comfort and discretion of the instructor. 
 
Advanced Discussion 
- sustainable vs. industrial models (Concentrated Animal Feeding Operation - CAFO) 
 
Real World Issues:  
- economics 
- treatment of animals that are raised as food/ethics 
- environmental health (water, climate change) 
- human health 
 
 
- Local Food: how do we find locally produced meat, eggs, dairy? 
- Seasonal Eating: what time of the year can we eat local animal products? 
 
 
Reader Activity: 
Investigate through close reading how farm animals are treated in the stories. 
 
 
Curricular Competencies: Interdisciplinary Thinking 
 
Literature/Social Studies/History Connection: 
Discuss traditional ways that people have lived off the land. This would be a key time to teach 
aspects of Indigenous food culture, particularly as they compare to settlers’ use of land, 
historically and in the present. 
Texts to draw from could include  
 
- Shadow in Hawthorn Bay by Janet Lunn  
- Caddie Woodlawn by Carol Ryrie Brink 
- Little House on the Prairie by Laura Ingalls Wilder 
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- Missing Nimama by Melanie Florence 
- I am Not a Number by Jenny Kay Dupuis and Kathy Kacer 
 
 
Lesson 4: Synthesizing Ideas, Content, and Competencies 
Learning Objectives: Students will synthesize the food knowledge they have acquired to 
this point and apply it to common and familiar foods.  
 
1. Reader Response Activity: 
Refer to initial APPLE food map.  Now take a more complex food item, such as pizza.  Break 
down all the components and tell the whole story.  Make connections to the narratives. 
 
 
2. Experiential Activity: LUNCHBOX 
Look at a typical North American lunch and hold an informal class quiz/discussion on where all 
the food items came from (this could be challenging, so teachers could start by telling the story 
of their own lunch):  
 
- What’s the story, from start to finish?  
- What did the items look like before they arrived in the store?  
- What plant did they grow on? What animal did they come from? 
- What lunches looked like 50 years ago/100 years ago/at the time the book is set 
- What do characters in the book eat for lunch? 
- Geography/Social Studies Connection: lunches around the world (Ex: what do students 
in Japan eat for lunch?) 
 
 
Lesson 5: Beyond the Classroom 
Learning Objectives: Students will acquire an enhanced understanding of the foods they read 
about and eat by visiting local places of production. 
 
Supplement lessons with visits to local food-producing establishments: 
- Farmer’s markets 
- Community gardens 
- Grocery stores 
- Egg, dairy, or meat farms 
- Local butchers 
- Honey farms 
- Field crop farms 
- Indigenous and First Nations Cultural Centres 
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CURRICULUM CHALLENGES: 
 
- How to teach problematic texts and histories (racist, classist, sexist, etc.)? 
- How to approach realities of food industry honestly but without language of crisis, fear, 
and blame (monocrops, GMOs, CAFOs, pesticides)? 
- How to take into consideration reading histories and habits/preferences of students, as 
well as gender, age, geography, eating habits, food production knowledge/experience? 
- How to manage economic disparity in student population (mitigate with school lunch 
program?) 
 
 
 
Note on interdisciplinary design: Curriculum can be designed to include particular texts, 
Indigenous units, pioneer units, geography and soil science, dietary disease and lifestyle choices, 
etc. 
 
To reinforce the part-to-whole learning process, revisit stories and lessons throughout unit and 
the term, if possible. As articulated in the First Peoples’ Principles of Learning, processing 
stories and information takes time and is cumulative.  
 
 
 
 
Selection of Print Materials with a food/farm focus: aim to study two narratives (one historical 
and one contemporary) 
Use these narratives to enhance critical thinking around the interdisciplinary food-based 
concepts introduced in this curriculum framework: consider them as indirect pathways to 
complex and multifaceted conversations. 
 
Fiction 
 
Era classification based on period in which story is set, not on publication date. 
 
FC = features Field Crops 
AP = features Animal Products 
B = features Both 
I = features Indigenous food culture 
 
Pre-Contact:  
- Children of the Longhouse. Bruchac, Joseph. (1996, set in the late 1400s). I 
Early 1800s: 
• Shadow in Hawthorn Bay. Lunn, Janet. (published in 1986, set in early 1800s). B I 
 
 
Mid-late 1800s: 
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• Caddie Woodlawn. Brink, Carol Ryrie. (1935, set in the mid 1800s).  B I 
• Farmer Boy. Wilder, Laura Ingalls.  (1933, set in the mid 1860s).  B 
• Little House in the Big Woods. Wilder, Laura Ingalls.  (1935, set in the mid 1860s). B 
• Little House on the Prairie. Wilder, Laura Ingalls.  (1935, set in the mid 1860s). B I 
• The Birchbark House, Louise Erdrich. (1999, set in the mid 1800s). I 
• Sarah, Plain and Tall. MacLachlan, Patricia.  (1985, set in the late 1800s).  AC 
• The Evolution of Calpurnia Tate. Kelly, Jacqueline. (2009, set in the late 1800s). B 
 
Early 1900s: 
• The Hired Girl. Schlitz, Laura Amy. (2015, set in early 1900s). B 
• Anne of Green Gables. Montgomery, L.M.  (1908).  B 
• Understood Betsy. Fisher, Dorothy Canfield.  (1916). B 
 
Mid 1900s: 
• Strawberry Girl. Lenski, Lois.  (1945).  B 
• Charlotte’s Web. White, E.B.  (1952).  AP 
• Where the Red Fern Grows. Rawls, Wilson.  (1961).  FC 
• I am Not a Number. Dupuis, Jenny Kay & Kacer, Kathy. (2016) I 
 
Contemporary: 
• McBroom’s Wonderful One-Acre Farm. Fleischman, Sid.  (1992).  FC 
• Ida B … and Her Plans to Maximize Fun, Avoid Disaster, and (Possibly) Save the World. 
Hannigan, Katherine.  (2004). FC 
• Missing Nimama. Florence, Melanie. (2016). I 
 
Non-fiction  
• Our farm: four seasons with five kids on one family’s farm. Rosen, Michael J. (2008).  B 
• Local farms and sustainable foods. Vogel, Julia.  (2010). B 
• The World in Your Lunch Box. Eamer, Claire. (2012). B 
• What the World Eats. D’Alusio, Faith. (2008). B 
• Who Wants Pizza? The Kids’ Guide to History, Science, and Culture of Food.    
Thornhill, Jan. (2010). B 
 
 
 
 
Note: One of the goals of this curriculum is to dismantle any hierarchies that may be presented 
by settler narratives, particularly those that offer a problematic interpretation of colonial history. 
As such, great care must be taken to apply a clear understanding of critical thought and varied 
perspectives to the teaching plans. 
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CONCLUSION 
“Lest there be no more telling of stories at all, some of us out here in the wild oats, amid 
the alien corn, think we’d better start telling another one, which maybe people can go on 
with when the old one’s finished”. Ursula LeGuin 
 
The more food literate a society, the more food secure it is.  Arguably, if we cannot locate 
or name the source of particular foods, or have never seen or participated in a food-producing 
environment, we will be less able to determine the quality of food, to evaluate the methods and 
technologies that produced the food, to access appropriate food, to prepare that food for eating, 
and to judge how much and how often certain foods should be eaten. As well, we may also be 
less equipped to plan meals with appropriate budgetary and nutritional considerations. Food 
literacy is about knowing the whole story of food: production, distribution, and consumption, as 
well as the roots of our food and its systems. The way we eat now is not the way we have always 
eaten. Understanding the story of food means being aware of how we have been telling that 
story, and how it is being taught.  
In order to achieve food literacy, we need to reconfigure our relationship to land and 
food. In the critical reading of farms and food-producing environments, it is vital that we regard 
these places as more than backdrop, and to read the environment, as Cheryll Glotfelty (1996) 
recommends, as though it matters. The mindset that contributed to our current environmental 
crises is detached from ecological realities and is rooted in an extractive mentality that views the 
environment as a commodity. The current tensions surrounding agriculture have their roots in 
this mindset: the fantasy of abundance without limits doesn’t consider the carrying capacity of 
the environment. And that’s how we can draw a line from Sumerian times to the frontier 
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narratives to now: imposing unsustainable desires on the environments has led to their 
degradation.  
The farms and food I analysed in this project are full of complexities, despite the seeming 
simplicity of the stories. These narratives are replete with tensions, frontier myths, sexism, 
racism, and idealizations, ethics and values around hard work and prosperity, and sustainable and 
unsustainable agricultural and food-gathering practices. There is no easy interpretation, or one 
clear lesson to be taken from these narratives. Nothing about our food systems, past or present, is 
simple. But these stories offer an opportunity to reflect on where we have come from and where 
we are headed, and can equip us with the multiple literacies necessary to optimize the process. 
Understanding new terms that are entering the lexicon as they apply to food – words like 
locavore, vegan, grass-fed, grain-fed, hormone-free, organic – is vital to ecological literacy; but 
we also need to be fluent in the pre-politicized landscapes and language of food found in pastoral 
narratives like Farmer Boy and Charlotte’s Web. We need to keep old language alive as we tell 
new stories. In The Lost Words, Robert Macfarlane documents a contemporary phenomenon: the 
removal of words from the Oxford Junior Dictionary that no longer have a place in children’s 
lives, words related to nature such as acorn, bluebell, kingfisher and wren. They have been 
replaced by words like broadband, celebrity and voicemail. If we lose the old language, we lose 
the ability to understand and care for the landscapes and life attached to this language. 
Recognizing how the past connects to the present is an integral component of historical and 
environmental literacy, both of which inform food literacy. For contemporary readers, the only 
way to access these past places and practices is through narrative. These stories inspire nostalgia 
for simpler times, clean environments, and abundance, but that nostalgia can be applied critically 
as a way of analyzing our present.  
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I have explored one possible application of how food in eco-nostalgic narratives can be 
used in critical food pedagogy. Other applications could involve contemporary food stories, 
classic fantasy texts from the Victorian era such as Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, or 
contemporary fantasies such as Harry Potter; the pedagogy could be adapted to world literatures, 
to sci-fi and dystopian fiction, and to the emerging field of solarpunk. 
Food and story act as unifiers. Eco-nostalgic food narratives are pedagogical sites that 
provide a map to finding common ground between the past and present, and between different 
ways of living on the land. My conceptualization of locating common ground is not about 
collapsing cultures and experiences but rather finding intersections of commonality from which 
to frame less divisive discourse. Instead of highlighting difference, when read critically and 
holistically, these stories provide intersections from which to begin regenerative work. Some of 
the earliest iterations of environmentalism centred on the idea of RE: recycle, reuse, reduce. The 
application of ecocriticism to environmental literature from the past shows that iterations can be 
extended to revitalize, restore, reconcile, and regenerate. Regenerative readings of literature from 
the past can help counter nihilistic attitudes about an uncertain future by providing a new, more 
complete story of people and food. 
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